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Abstract 
 
 
 Critics often narrate the Irish Literary Revival of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries as a rejection of literary realism, specifically its English incarnation. Critics such as 
David Lloyd and Terry Eagleton have argued that the conditions of colonial Ireland – social 
instability, the absence of an independent middle class, bilingual culture, and the alternative 
expectations of plot and narrative engendered by a primarily oral culture – were at odds with the 
conditions conducive to the realist novel, resulting in half-formed attempts at realism or a stunted 
naturalism. I argue instead that these narratives reproduce the cultural nationalism and anti-
realist prejudices of leading figures of the Revival and do not satisfactorily account for the 
debates among Irish writers of this period of the nature and value of realism for an Irish literary 
project. 
 This project argues that a class of Irish writers working during what is generally 
considered the transition from realism to modernism drew on the resources of transnational 
models of realism and adapted them to the “semiperipheral” space and subject of Ireland to 
develop an emergent Irish realism. In effect, this Irish realism allowed for a form of literary 
triangulation between Ireland, England, and the Continent that challenges the notion that literary 
realism at this time was a strictly metropolitan form. Irish realism, as an often Catholic and 
indigenous attempt to engage with broader, transnational definitions of realism, shifted the 
definition of realism in ways that carried the potential to remedy the parochialism common to 
French and English realisms. A second concern of this project is to explore the fraught 
emergence of a realist literary project in Ireland at a moment when the very nature of an Irish 
national literature was being contested. David Lloyd observes that “matters of verisimilitude” 
were at stake in the formation of an Irish national identity and literary canon, an observation that 
 iii 
highlights the sociopolitical stakes of incorporating nationally bounded realist traditions into an 
emergent Irish literature.  I argue that an explicit debate about the value of realism took place in 
Ireland, one that attempted to reevaluate and articulate what realism meant under different 
national headings and the ideological implications of adapting those realisms to new national 
contexts.  
 I begin by addressing how George Moore, a proponent of French realism in Ireland, 
staged the failure of Bildungsroman tropes in the context of colonial Ireland in order to propose 
an alternative realism that could respond to Irish conditions. I then trace W.B. Yeats’ early (and 
failed) attempts to privilege Symbolism as a non-realist, non-English transnational influence on 
the Abbey Theatre and the broader Revival project. I furthermore consider how Yeats’ aesthetic 
project positioned the Abbey Theatre as a site of troubled realist appropriation, arguing that J.M. 
Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World adopted a deliberately oppositional hybrid mode of 
comedy and realism in order to resist the cultural nationalism of the literary Revival. I conclude 
with an analysis of how these instantiations of an Irish realism informed the emergence of high 
modernism in Ireland through an examination of Elizabeth Bowen’s experiments with the 
interior monologue and psychological realism. 
 By tracing the emergence and contestation of literary realism over the course of the 
literary Revival and the years following, this project uncovers how realism in Ireland functioned 
as a counterweight to romanticized cultural nationalism and proposed broader, more inclusive 
notions of Irishness.  
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 1 
Introduction 
 
 
I. Realism in Ireland: emergence, opposition, transition 
 
 Irish literature of the late 19th and early 20th centuries is often associated with the high 
modernism of writers such as James Joyce and Samuel Beckett, or with the aestheticism and 
idealism of Oscar Wilde and W.B. Yeats. Such associations do not appear, on their face, to leave 
room for the possibility of a realist strain in Ireland during the Irish Literary Revival (broadly 
construed as the years 1880 – 1920) and the years following Irish independence from Britain. 
Yet it was Joyce himself, despite his association with high modernism, who argued for the value 
of realist representation, first in his admiration for Henrik Ibsen’s realistic drama and later in his 
response to the suppression of Dubliners by its publishers in Ireland. The terms on which 
Dubliners was suppressed – specifically, the alleged indecency of its stark, uncompromising 
portrayal of the Dublin working classes – speaks to the stakes of realistic literary representation 
of Irish subjects at a moment of increasing national consciousness and resistance to Britain’s 
long colonial presence. Joyce appears to have been aware of those stakes; he insisted in a 1906 
letter that the publishers of Dubliners “will retard the course of civilization in Ireland by 
preventing the Irish people from having one good look at themselves in my nicely polished 
looking glass”.1 Joyce’s use of the mirror metaphor is indicative of a broader anxiety about 
representation, and the accuracy of that representation in particular. In light of the controversy 
surrounding Dubliners, it also points to a lack of agreement over the necessity and accuracy of 
that literary “mirror” for Irish subjects and audiences. 
This concern, moreover, was not limited to Joyce. Irish writers of this period, many of 
whom are often overlooked, exhibit great interest in – and anxiety about – verisimilitude. What 
                                                
1 James Joyce, letter to Grant Richards, 1906 
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duty did an emergent Irish national literature have to verisimilitude? Did verisimilitude require 
faithfulness to documentary representation, or to a collectively determined vision of Irish 
national identity? More importantly for this moment in Irish political and literary history, what 
role can verisimilitude play when competing visions of Irish national consciousness prevailed, 
rather than a single collectively determined national identity? In contrast to the value Oscar 
Wilde memorably placed on literary “lying”, how can we account for James Joyce’s insistence 
that the realistic mode of representation in Dubliners was a necessary component of a developing 
Irish national consciousness? Joyce’s reliance on the metaphor of the mirror, and the self-
reflective version of documentary representation it evokes, suggests the goals and stakes of an 
Irish realism. Despite Joyce’s association with high modernism and his work to reproduce 
unmediated internal states in texts like Ulysses, realistic representation was not necessarily at 
odds with unmediated, internally-oriented rendering of experience in his work. Joyce’s early 
critical works, including his reviews of Henrik Ibsen and his lecture on Daniel Defoe, not only 
argue for realism as a trans-channel phenomenon, but also argue for a “new realism” that is not 
strictly mimetic.2 Joyce also argues for the critical potential of realism’s focus on bourgeois 
subjects, arguing that so-called “banal” use of ordinary bourgeois characters reveals “average 
lives in their uncompromising truth.”3 Even before Joyce began his calls for a more robust 
literary “looking glass” for the Irish people, George Moore’s experiments in adapting French 
realism and naturalism to the Irish Literary Revival and the documentary of local realities that 
drove J.M. Synge’s peasant plays – and the nationalist resistance such experiments encountered 
– suggest that we should pay greater attention not only to the vitality of realism in Ireland at the 
turn of the 20th century, but also to the sociopolitical implications of such a realism at this 
                                                
2 See James Joyce, “Ibsen’s New Drama” and “Daniel Defoe” 
3 Joyce, “Ibsen’s New Drama”, 63 
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moment of nationalist sentiment and action. However, even as Joyce identified a “new realism” 
that rejected strictly mimetic representation of reality in his 1912 lecture on Daniel Defoe, 
whether realism associated with Defoe and England could find formal or political purchase in an 
emergent Irish national literature is questionable. 
This project aims to revisit and complicate critical arguments that the conditions of 
colonial Ireland were not amenable to a realist project and that the emergence of an Irish national 
literature during and after the Irish Literary Revival constituted a transition directly from 
Romanticism to modernism.4 Given the features most readily associated with English or 
“classic” realism – a tendency towards middle-class audiences and subjects, narratives of social 
and historical reconciliation, and a narrative perspective that, if not strictly mimetic, adopts a 
universalizing impulse in its tracing of metonymic connections – such arguments appear 
reasonable on their face.5 However, these claims do not satisfactorily account for the debates 
among Irish writers of this period of the nature and value of realism, especially realism under 
non-English national headings. 
I argue that a class of Irish writers working during what is generally considered the 
transition from realism to modernism drew on the resources of realism, adapting them to the 
“semiperipheral” space and subject of Ireland to develop an emergent Irish realism. Multiple 
Irish writers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries took an interest in France, and the most 
recognizable features of French and other continental realisms can appear amenable to the goals 
of a national literature on the colonial semiperiphery. An emphasis on the local and particular 
with a simultaneous interest in the impact of historical processes and realities on the lives of 
                                                
4 See for example Terry Eagleton, Heathcliff and the Great Hunger 
5 See Pam Morris, Realism. For a more detailed examination of the importance of metonymic 
networks to English realism, see Harry Shaw, Narrating Reality. 
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individuals, as well as an acute awareness of the tensions among the political implications of 
literature, the demands of a mass readership, and the demands of artistic integrity are among the 
features of continental realisms I will argue became resources for the development of an Irish 
realism.6 In effect, this Irish realism allowed for a form of literary triangulation between Ireland, 
England, and the Continent that challenges the notion that literary realism at this time was a 
metropolitan form specific to England and France. Irish realism, as a Catholic and indigenous 
attempt to engage with broader trans-channel definitions of realism, shifted the definition of 
realism in ways that carried the potential to remedy the lack of transnational focus common to 
French and English realisms, making it less parochial in focus and more engaged with other 
countries.7 A second concern of this project is to explore the fraught emergence of a realist 
literary project in Ireland at a moment when the very nature of an Irish national literature was 
being contested. As David Lloyd observes, “matters of verisimilitude” were at stake in the 
formation of an Irish literary identity and canon, an observation that highlights the political 
stakes of incorporating nationally bounded realist traditions into an emergent Irish literature.8 
Within their own works and among themselves, an explicit debate about the value of realism 
took place in Ireland, one that attempted to reevaluate and articulate what realism meant under 
different national headings along with the ideological implications of adapting those realisms to 
new national contexts.9 Exploring the contested realism that emerges in Ireland at this time is, I 
                                                
6 On the more overt relationship between politics and form in French (as opposed to English) 
realism, see Pam Morris, Realism, and Sandy Petrey, Realism and Revolution. 
7 On the problems of transnational perspective and focus on colonial subjects in French and 
English realisms, see Joe Cleary, “Realism After Modernism”, MLQ 73.3 (2012). 
8 David Lloyd, Anomalous States, 6 
9 C.L. Innes’ discussion of the co-optation of writers such as Yeats and Joyce into narratives of 
depoliticized British modernist writing, as well as their awareness of a British as well as Irish 
audiences, can shed light on why wariness about incorporation of aesthetic traditions associated 
with Britain in particular informed the conversation surrounding realism in Ireland. See 
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want to suggest, essential for our understanding of the role of a multivalent, transnational realism 
in the transition to literary modernism in both England and Ireland. 
This Irish realism, however contested it was during its emergence, can contribute to our 
understanding of how modernism did not constitute a break from literary realism, but rather an 
adaptation of realism as one of its key components. What emerges, I will argue, is a realism that 
is by necessity as attuned to the unseen, to the imagination, as it is to the camera and to the 
representation of historical realities. This realism is also deeply marked by its consciousness of 
the tension between historical and social verisimilitude and the goals of cultural nationalism: 
George Moore, James Joyce, and J.M. Synge, among others, struggle with the place of sordid, 
less politically convenient realities of Irish national life in ways that reveal and interrogate the 
propagandist elements of the Irish cultural nationalist project. Faithfulness to the camera and 
faithfulness to nationalist agendas, for these writers, often proved to be conflicting priorities. The 
emergence of a realist tradition in Ireland may also help us better understand the evolving place 
of realism in England even as modernism began to take hold; consider, for example, T.E. 
Hulme’s call for a return to the “classical temperament” in literature, or Virginia Woolf’s 
reflection that Arnold Bennett’s apparatus for “catching” reality was not fundamentally unsound, 
but simply placed slightly off-kilter.10 The reconsideration and extension of notions of 
verisimilitude that Irish writers accomplished as they adapted the more politically charged 
documentary modes of French and other continental realisms and to Irish particularity arguably 
have both sociopolitical and aesthetic resonance in and outside of Ireland during the transition to 
modernism.  
                                                                                                                                                       
“Modernism, Ireland, and empire: Yeats, Joyce, and their implied audiences”, in Booth and 
Rigby (eds.), Modernism and Empire, 138-139.   
10 T.E. Hulme, “Romanticism and Classicism”; Virginia Woolf, “Modern Fiction” 
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 In what follows, I discuss two strains of critical and theoretical work that inform my 
argument for an Irish realism. In order to explore the nature of realism’s emergence in Ireland 
(and how such an emergence was possible under the historical conditions of Ireland at this time), 
it is necessary to establish the work that already been done to establish not only realism’s critical 
potential and national multivalence, but also its potential to work in continuity with modernism 
rather than in opposition to it. Further, because the Irish realism I trace relied on adaptation of 
transnational literary forms and worked in opposition to a narrower, nativist view of Ireland, I 
examine recent critical work on the relationship between transnational identities, national 
rootedness, and the idea of the Irish “cosmopolitan patriot” to establish the transnational 
commitments and more inclusive vision of Irishness of the writers I discuss in each chapter. 
 
II. Modernism’s boundaries and the realist “other” 
 This project, with its emphasis on the oppositional and critical potential of realism in the 
Irish context, participates in ongoing conversations in Irish studies and modernist studies about 
realism’s overlooked value. In modernist studies, recent critical conversations have reconsidered 
the aesthetic and chronological boundaries of modernism, including a rethinking of whether and 
how modernism developed in continuity with, rather than in opposition to, other literary genres. 
However, I argue that this conversation remains predicated largely on modernism’s opposition to 
or rejection of realism – that is, thinking of realism as an “other” against which to define 
modernism.  
 One important manifestation of this development in modernist scholarship has been the 
reconsideration of the relationship between naturalism and modernism, which has worked to 
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refigure naturalism as a key precursor to modernist aesthetics.11 In so doing, these scholars often 
in effect reverse the tendency to conflate realism and naturalism (or to understand naturalism as 
an intensified version of realism) by reclaiming naturalism for modernist aesthetic and 
sociocultural ends. Such scholarship, explicitly or otherwise, follows Lukács’ arguments for 
naturalism and modernism as coterminous forms with shared ideological ends (which I will 
discuss in further detail below), but diverges from his arguments against naturalism and 
modernism.12 In a sense, this scholarship works to “rescue” naturalism for modernist ends by 
reframing the naturalist documentary impulse as more modernist than realist in its attempt to 
record all details of experience indiscriminately (on this argument, Ulysses might be considered a 
modernist outgrowth of naturalism). However, I contend that while this has led to a useful 
rethinking of realism and naturalism as distinct categories, it nonetheless reproduces older 
assumptions about realism as an excessively totalizing, uncritical genre.   
 However, recent work by scholars such as Jed Esty and Colleen Lye has begun to address 
how a reconsideration of “peripheral realisms” – that is, “the lively fate of realism in the 
peripheries of the twentieth-century literary world-system” – may allow for “the possible 
transcendence of the realism/modernism antinomy”.13 This work has had the dual benefit of 
reasserting realism’s usefulness as a mode of anticolonial expression as well as its existence in 
aesthetically “peripheral” modes that allow for more continuity with modernism. However, such 
scholarship by Esty, Lye, and others has focused primarily on Britain and postcolonial realisms 
                                                
11 See also Jesse Matz, Literary Impressionism and Modernist Aesthetics for a discussion of the 
continuities among impressionism, naturalism, and aestheticism. Matz frames each genre as 
offering different – but overlapping – versions of literary purchase on reality. 
12 See for example Mao and Walkowitz, Bad Modernisms.  
13 Esty and Lye, “Peripheral Realisms Now”, MLQ 73:3 (2012), 269. See also Esty, 
Unseasonable Youth for an examination of how the Bildungsroman, as a realist subgenre, was 
adapted, “rewired”, and “reconstituted” in late 19th- and 20th-century British fiction. 
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in Third World spaces. The distinctions inherent in the term “peripheral realisms”, as well as the 
geographic spaces they tend to emphasize, point to an as yet overlooked area in which my 
project aims to intervene. As a semiperipheral space in which the national consciousness and a 
national literary canon were in an ongoing process of development, Ireland at the turn of the 20th 
century was uniquely positioned to debate and experiment with realist conventions while 
negotiating the realities of colonial peripheries.  
 The most recent entry in the scholarly conversation surrounding modernism’s continuities 
with preceding formal categories is Simon Joyce’s 2015 monograph on naturalism in Britain and 
Ireland, which is the first contribution to specifically explore the nature of modernist-naturalist 
continuities in Ireland. While Joyce also interrogates the conventional notion that Irish literary 
history is characterized by a movement directly from romanticism to modernism at the turn of 
the 20th century, his argument aims to recover naturalism, as distinct from realism, as a 
modernist precursor in Ireland. In so doing, he holds with the arguments that the conditions of 
Ireland during this time did not allow for the development of a realist tradition, positioning 
naturalism as a proto-modernist alternative.14 While my project is adjacent to Joyce’s in 
recovering the role of late 19th-century literary forms as a key precursor to modernism, I explore 
the specific case of Ireland in more extensive detail. In so doing, I also challenge the argument 
that realism (as opposed to naturalism) played no significant role in the transition to 20th-century 
Irish modernism. Where naturalism is, for Joyce, primarily a modernist precursor, I wish to 
explore how appropriating and adapting the resources of realism also allowed for an 
                                                
14 Simon Joyce, Modernism and Naturalism in British and Irish Fiction, 1880-1930, 4-5. Joyce 
positions his project as part of an emerging argument against the tendency of the “New 
Modernist Studies” to view naturalism as antithetical to realism. While he argues naturalism is 
still broadly viewed by modernist critics as antithetical to modernism, he cites Douglas Mao’s 
Fateful Beauty as an exception.  
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oppositional, anti-nativist strain of literature to emerge in Ireland as a counterweight to 
Revivalist thinking during the transition to Irish modernism in ways that supplement Joyce’s 
work on naturalism. Further, I will argue that the continuing view that realism did not figure in 
Irish literary history has been a consequence of the tendency to associate Revivalist writing with 
anti-realist prejudices. As I will discuss further in Chapters 2 and 3, this was a view held by 
leading figures of the Irish Literary Revival, but not shared by all of the writers participating in 
the national literary project. By overlooking the work of Irish writers who experimented with the 
boundaries of realism and challenged the limits of Revivalist thinking, scholarship on 
modernism, particularly in Ireland, has in effect reproduced the anti-realist prejudices of leading 
Revival figures such as Yeats. By applying the work that has been done to reconsider 
modernism’s boundaries to a reassessment of the role of realism as well as naturalism, and by 
extending the work on peripheral realisms by Esty and Lye to the case of Ireland, we can identify 
a late-emerging oppositional realism in Ireland that has not yet been discussed in the ongoing 
debate surrounding the aesthetic and chronological boundaries of modernism. 
 
 While the critical reassessment of modernism’s boundaries has continued, in large part, to 
define modernism against realism, explorations of realism by scholars of 19th-century British and 
continental fiction have interrogated claims that realism is an aesthetically and ideologically 
conservative genre. These studies have reasserted realism’s critical potential while also noting 
the genre’s multivalent nature, with its distinct national variations and shifting ideological 
components. These examinations of realism can be usefully applied to the late-emerging, 
transitional realism I identify in Ireland in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Additionally, 
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these studies point to the importance of continental variations of realism outside of England for 
understanding an Irish realism’s critical features. 
 Reassessments of realism by scholars of the 19th century have taken longstanding 
critiques of realism as a starting point. Harry Shaw, for example, traces the critiques against 
realism, arguing that in roughly the last 50 years, realism has become a foil against which to 
display other, better forms – an argument that more recent reconsiderations of realism by 
scholars of 20th-century literature such as Esty have only recently begun to echo.15 In raising the 
question of why the avant-garde must strictly define itself against realism, Shaw argues that 
realism has functioned as a stand-in for more pervasive attitudes regarding ideology and 
commodity culture, especially in the case of high-theoretical criticisms of realism.16 By contrast, 
Shaw argues for realism’s potential for positive historical representation, asserting its claim “to 
engage us in ways of thought and feeling that open onto reality as a presence, and as something 
we can represent and apprehend in our language.”17 Shaw is careful to point out that this 
representable quality of the outside world does not, however, mean realism necessarily attempts 
direct mimetic representation: “Literary realism always carries with it an ontological claim. It 
does not attempt to represent the world ‘directly’; it does claim to tell us what our world is really 
like. Even the subtlest attempts to set aside this claim do so at the cost of falsifying its nature.”18 
Shaw’s distinction between direct representation and realism’s ontological claim has a dual 
significance: it hints at the distinction between realist and naturalist representation (only the 
                                                
15 Shaw, Narrating Reality, 3. See also Bruce Robbins’ discussion of “strawman realism” in 
“Modernism and Literary Realism”, in Realism and Representation, ed. George Lewis Levine. 
16 Ibid., 9 
17 Ibid., 28 
18 Ibid., 94 
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latter attempts truly “direct” representation) while also pointing to its socially-determined 
representational mode. 
 Shaw draws in part on Sandy Petrey’s earlier work on French realism, which argues for 
its grounding in socially determined speech acts. That is, realism is grounded not only in 
language’s denotative power in relation to the external world, but also a “communal agreement 
to act as though denotation were feasible.”19 While Petrey’s subject is the realisms emergent 
from the French Revolution, his argument that French realism is grounded in social consensus 
about the denotative value of speech acts can also shed light on the contested nature of realism in 
Ireland, and the contested versions of national identity it traced in turn. Petrey’s claim that 
French realism emerged from the “competing performative speech acts”20 that precipitated 
revolution has resonance for Irish writing at a moment when a national literary canon was 
actively and self-consciously under development. More broadly, these claims constitute an 
argument for realism as not only grounded in portrayal of external reality, but also portrayal of 
collectively determined versions of that reality.  
 More recently, in her examination of literary realism’s British and French manifestations, 
Pam Morris has argued for realism’s “inherently oppositional” nature.21 For Morris, this 
oppositional character is manifested in realism’s response to idealism; however, I will argue that 
this and other oppositional elements are evident in the Irish realism I recover in this project. I 
will also apply Morris’ argument that literary realism participates in the “democratic impulse of 
modernity” in its anti-elite, anti-classical conventions.22 These conventions, I believe, become 
more visible in the context of an emerging national literature and consciousness, rather than that 
                                                
19 Petrey, Realism and Revolution, 6 
20 Ibid., 27 
21 Morris, Realism, 2-3 
22 Ibid., 3 
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of a settled, fixed national identity such as that often associated with nineteenth-century English 
realism. 
 Simultaneously, Morris points out that modernist rebellion against realist 19th-century 
texts were based on their supposedly “complacent moral certainty” and “over-rational 
coherence”.23 Glossing further critiques of realism, Morris notes the tendency to associate 
realism with ideological and aesthetic conservatism, particularly by poststructuralists.24 Citing 
Barthes, she notes that the ideological certainty of popular realist fiction fostered a confidence in 
European values especially amenable to colonialism.25 Such an understanding of realism’s 
ideological underpinnings has certainly informed wariness of realism’s place in an emergent 
Irish national literature (as well as broader modernist critiques of realism). 
 However, Morris troubles these critiques by pointing to the multivalent national 
variations of 19th-century realism, noting that versions of realism outside of England developed 
in response to different sets of political conditions and expressed different ideological 
commitments. Taking French realism as her primary example, Morris notes that it developed 
along specifically oppositional lines, both aesthetically and politically. French realism’s 
development in an age of continuous revolution and reaction led to writing with a “complex 
consciousness of the multiple interactions of historical processes and forces upon the lives of 
individuals,” suggesting a heightened interest in the impact of historical forces on the particular 
over a broader universalism.26 In terms of aesthetics, Morris notes that early French realism 
functioned as a direct rebellion against neoclassicism as enforced by the Académie Française, 
                                                
23 Morris, Realism, 24 
24 Ibid., 30 
25 Ibid., 37 
26 Ibid., 53-54.  
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with its emphasis on the universal over local historical realities, such that early French realists 
viewed themselves as taking an oppositional stance towards idealism.27 
 Morris’ discussion of French realism in contrast to modernist and poststructuralist 
critiques of realism is pertinent to an exploration of an emergent Irish realism for several reasons. 
In addition to troubling the notion that realism as a genre is aesthetically and ideologically 
conservative, her discussion of the multiple national variations of realism also suggests we might 
take more seriously the influences of Continental versions of realism on the Irish national 
literature emergent in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. While the influence of French 
writing on multiple Irish writers of this period has been noted elsewhere (each of the writers I 
consider in the following chapters had some level of involvement with French literary 
movements; George Moore in particular is variously credited with attempting to export French 
realism or naturalism to England), scholarship has generally not considered how French and 
other Continental variations of literary realism informed these writers’ work in ways distinct 
from a more narrowly construed English realism. 
 Each of these discussions of realism and its critical potential, while pushing back against 
reductive ideas of realism as mimetic and conservative in scope, generally agree on several key 
components of the genre across its national variations, including engagement with historical 
particularity and emphasis on the local. However, more broadly, they also agree that literary 
realism hinges on a shared understanding between writer and audience that a shared external 
world subject to portrayal exists. This has raised the problem of consensus: if literary realism 
depends on agreement about an external reality and the nature of that reality, some level of 
shared consensus about the nature of that reality must exist. Critiques of realism as a totalizing, 
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ideologically conservative genre tend to note this need for consensus as one of its shortcomings, 
working on the assumption that for such consensus to exist, that shared reality must be fixed and 
unitary. While scholars such as Shaw and Morris push back against criticisms of realism as 
totalizing and invested in uncritical portrayal of the external world, they tend to hold with the 
argument that realism is rooted in consensus. Morris, for example, suggests a model of 
“referential generalization” as a way of thinking about realism that counters the critical myth that 
realism naïvely claims to offer its readers access to some extra-linguistic reality. While realism 
admits a referential absence by inviting readers to conceive of something, it does assume an 
“underlying grammar of consensual belief”28 that raises the possibility of shared communication 
about the world and our experience of it. That is, while realism may exist in multivalent, nation-
specific forms, the question of consensus remains central. This raises the problem of how realism 
might function in places where singular consensus about a shared external world or identity does 
not yet exist, such as Ireland at the time under consideration in this project. 
 However, these earlier attempts to reevaluate literary realism in an attempt to recover a 
positive definition of the genre other than modernism’s “other” also begin to offer the possibility 
that realism does not have to rely on a single mode of consensus. Shaw, for example, notes the 
importance of mundane and quotidian experience in constituting “the real”, but also notes that 
the quotidian splits into multiple possible levels that are underwritten by a sense of historical 
structure and progression.29 Similarly, Petrey argues that language’s dependence on social reality 
leaves room for competing understandings of social reality. While these reconsiderations of 
realism tend not to go further in exploring how the question of consensus can be complicated, 
their gestures towards multiple, even fractured modes of social reality can be usefully applied 
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and developed further in the context of realism as it emerged in Ireland. I argue that by 
examining the late-emerging realism in Ireland at the turn of the 20th century, we can observe 
not only a more critical, oppositional version of literary realism, but also one that complicates 
arguments for realism as entirely consensus-based. Precisely because the question of Irish 
national identity and its representation in an emerging national literary canon was under debate at 
this time, Irish realism offered a way of examining and portraying critically the competing 
narratives of national identity at this moment.  
 As recent scholarship in modernism has begun to extend its chronological and aesthetic 
boundaries beyond its traditional categories, we might also reconsider realism’s relationship with 
modernism. The processes of canon formation and contested national identities in Ireland, I 
believe, provide a particularly useful case study of realism’s potential, at this transitional 
moment, to critically portray processes of national identity formation. At this moment of 
transition to high modernism, I argue that the Irish writers I refer to as oppositional realists 
identify ways in which consensus about national identity becomes multiple and fractured, and 
attempt to portray these multiple forms of consensus about Irishness in order to resist a dominant 
cultural nationalist narrative that flattens local realities and promotes a nativist, less 
internationally-engaged Irish literary canon.   
 Theoretical considerations of realism also point not only to its national multivalence, but 
also to the possibility of minor realisms capable of exploring identities in process. These theories 
of realism also help to further differentiate realism from naturalism (as opposed to conflating the 
two or viewing naturalism as an intensification of realism), allowing for a clearer positive 
definition of a critical realism to emerge. For example, Georg Lukács’ critiques of modernism, 
while often overdetermined, can usefully point to where the distinctions lie between realism and 
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naturalism while pointing to the former’s critical potential. Importantly, Lukács’ understanding 
of realism diverges from “traditional definitions” such as George Eliot’s “faithful account of men 
and things” or Erich Auerbach’s “serious treatment of everyday reality”.30 The reproduction of 
surface reality, that is, is less important than revealing the “forces of history invisible to actual 
consciousness”.31 The reproduction of surface reality is, instead, a naturalist approach. 
 For Lukács, naturalist representation is not an intensified version of realism, but instead 
breaks with realism in its emphasis on what he refers to as “reportage”, a genre informed by 
scientific and journalistic impulses that records surface reality while neglecting “overall 
process[es] and driving forces.”32 He extends this critique to modernism, arguing that both 
modernism and naturalism rely on non-selective recording of detail.33 Where naturalists engage 
in this kind of reportage with regard to the external world, modernists do so in terms of 
interiority and subjective perceptions. While both are thus “uncritical approach[es]” according to 
Lukács, modernism in particular is predicated on a “conviction that this subjective experience 
constitutes reality as such […] thus giving a distorted picture of reality as a whole.”34 As I will 
discuss in Chapter 2, this problem of overdetermined subjectivism as distortion of reality 
becomes relevant to Yeats’ troubled attempts to experiment with anti-realist forms borrowed 
from France (such as Symbolism) in his own development as a modernist. This problem also 
extends to Yeats’ vision for the literary Revival as a whole, as projects such as the Irish Literary 
Theatre and later the Abbey Theatre were troubled by debates over the ability of a Yeatsian, 
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Symbolism-inflected modernism to adequately portray the totality of an Irish society in the 
process of national identity formation.  
 A related problem to the extreme subjectivism and “negation of outward reality” Lukács 
attributes to modernism is its anti-bourgeois, elitist components.35 As I will discuss in Chapters 2 
and 3, the problems of a Yeatsian cultural nationalism become evident in their tendency to 
romanticize certain elements of Irish society, particularly the rural poor in the West, at the 
expense of a more realistic, truthful representation of the West that acknowledged its full social 
and economic conditions. In resisting the subjectivizing and anti-democratic components of 
cultural nationalism, those writers I argue are engaged in modes of what I call an Irish 
“oppositional realism” not only attempt to remedy this failure of a more inclusive portrayal of 
Irishness, but also attempt to call attention to the problems of Irish cultural nationalism. 
 The stakes of arguing for an emergent version of realism at this moment in literary 
history (Irish literary history in particular) include the problem of realism’s association with 
conditions of stability, aesthetically and socially speaking. Fredric Jameson’s recent 
reassessment of realism and its subgenres in The Antinomies of Realism argues for realism as a 
hybrid genre grounded in a dialectical temporality, an argument that goes further than previous 
critical and theoretical works in exploring the possibility for realism’s continuity with 
modernism (while remaining formally distinct). Jameson argues that realism is distinguished by 
a dialectical mode of temporality, suspended between the “destiny” mode of the récit and the 
“eternal present” of the novel.36 Because of realism’s suspension between these two 
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temporalities, Jameson argues, realism is an always already emergent and dissolving genre.37 
Jameson also points to realism as a hybrid concept; one that I argue is visible in Irish writing of 
this time in its adaptations of adjacent genres, including those borrowed and adapted from other 
national traditions.38 
 Prior to Jameson, Lukács also identified continuities between realism and modernism in 
“The Ideology of Modernism”, while insisting on their ideological distinction: “Previous realistic 
literature, however violent its criticism of reality, had always assumed the unity of the world it 
described and seen it as a living whole inseparable from man himself. But the major realists of 
our time deliberately introduce elements of disintegration into their work – for instance, the 
subjectivizing of time – and use them to portray the contemporary world more exactly. […] In 
this way, natural unity became a conscious, constructed unity.”39 While Lukács writes from the 
vantage point of the 1950s, his points about the continuity of “contemporary realism” with 
modernism in terms of its adoption of certain elements of what he calls modernist 
“disintegration” has relevance for our discussion of an Irish realism emerging concurrently with 
modernism. While his polemic against modernism’s ideological shortcomings is often too 
extreme, he usefully raises the possibility of a realism that can exist in continuity with 
modernism, capable of some degree of formal adaptation specifically in order to maintain its 
engagement with the conditions of contemporary reality. This realism is characterized by 
engagement with the external world – including social orders in transition – and an attempt to 
portray (as distinct from reporting) the totality of a given society through selective portrayal of 
external details and subjects. 
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 Lukács further emphasizes the possibility for continuity between realism and modernism 
in The Meaning of Contemporary Realism, in which he points out the tendency to conceive 
realism and modernism in terms of antithesis when “no strict polarization exists […] in 
individual cases it will appear in many differing, transitional forms.”40 Importantly, he argues for 
a “new realism” emergent in a “humanist revolt against imperialism,” with “extremely various” 
stylistic and national expressions. Thus, an understanding of realism informed by Lukács is 
particularly relevant to the emergent, oppositional Irish realism I identify: as part of a larger 
anticolonial project that nonetheless resisted the currents of cultural nationalism while also 
maintaining engagement with transnational literary forms, we may read Irish oppositional 
realism as an early, overlooked version of the “new realism” Lukács calls for. 
 Meanwhile, even as more recent criticism has pointed to naturalism as a key modernist 
precursor, Jameson has recently pointed to realism’s continuities with modernism specifically as 
a result of its always-already emergent/dissolving status. With the genre’s eventual identification 
with the universal, “any consequent realism will therefore aim formally at dispensing with such 
stereotypes, at penetrating to the unique situations, cityscapes and individuals which make up the 
reality of a given moment of language, nationality, and history”.41 However, as Jameson points 
out, this drive eventually becomes one of the “sources of modernism.” Ultimately, what 
Jameson’s recent work (as well as that of scholars identifying points of continuity between 
modernism and naturalism) demonstrates is a developing understanding of realism as a genre in 
continuity with modernism, rather than one entirely in opposition to it. 
 Taken together, what Lukács and Jameson’s accounts suggest is an alternate account of 
literary realism in which the realism/modernism antinomy is destabilized, allowing for the 
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possibility of further interaction between these genres. More provocatively, their arguments 
resist accounts of realism as a static genre, one best suited to stable, bourgeois subjects. I argue 
that their models of realism can allow us to recognize and articulate a late-emerging realism in 
Ireland during and after the years of the Irish Literary Revival, rather than a direct transition 
from romanticism to modernism.42 This realism is oppositional in character, often developed in 
resistance to the formal and ideological trends of the literary Revival. This realist opposition, 
despite becoming a subject of explicit debate among Irish writers during and after the Revival (I 
will trace significant portions of this debate in Chapters 2 and 3), has largely been overlooked in 
criticism of the period. 
 While the multiple national variations of literary realism beyond England point to a more 
complicated theory of realism than critical conversations in modernism often account for, it is 
also necessary to address how the national and political associations of realism in Ireland, and 
the tendency to more readily associate it with England, at the turn of the 20th century informed 
the more prominent anti-realist voices that tend to be privileged in scholarship of the period. 
Where Revivalist and modernist Irish writing attempted to differentiate itself from Englishness 
while asserting Irish cultural particularity, it tended to do so by defining itself in opposition to 
literary forms and ideologies associated with England. This often led to writing explicitly or 
implicitly in opposition to 19th-century realism, as well as its associations with a stable, 
bourgeois Englishness. As a result, a realism adapted to Irish nationalist ends was a provocative 
prospect, appearing at first glance to be at odds with the goals of an Irish national literary project. 
Moreover, as demonstrated by the example of Dubliners and Joyce’s critical writings addressed 
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Simon Joyce and Joe Cleary identify as emerging prior to Irish modernism. See Cleary, 
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above as well as many of the texts I will discuss in the following chapters, attempting realistic 
depictions of Irish society during this time often met with resistance. However, a Yeatsian 
cultural nationalism as it developed during the Revival years tended to emphasize a narrow 
version of Irish society and culture, with a greater investment in populations such as the Western 
rural poor as symbols of a romanticized, past cultural purity rather than as actually existing 
national subjects. Simultaneously, the leading figures of the Revival were drawn largely from the 
Anglo-Irish, Protestant Ascendancy, which created further questions as to which portions of the 
Irish national body were served by Revivalist cultural nationalism.  
 While the oppositional Irish realism I trace appears in various forms in the period under 
study, its ideological components are relatively consistent: a resistance to the mandates of 
cultural nationalism, a commitment to portrayal of an Irish national identity developing in 
conjunction with a broader transnational framework, and a recognition of a critical portrayal of 
disenfranchised portions of Irish society, however problematic they might be to a cultural 
nationalist version of Irishness. Ultimately, the work Irish realists did in adapting transnational 
forms for their own ends is not only demonstrative of critical arguments about realism’s temporal 
and generic flexibility, but also of realism’s potential to develop the means to represent national 
identities in process. 
 
III: Internationalist aesthetics and Irish “cosmopolitan patriots” 
Critical work on national literatures and cosmopolitanism in last 10 to 15 years has 
considered not only the multiple meanings and political associations of the term 
“cosmopolitanism” as opposed to transnationalism or internationalism, but also the inherently 
comparative nature of national identity (even within nationalist movements). Bruce Robbins has 
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argued for a shift from a model of “cosmopolitanism”, given its perhaps unshakable associations 
with a rootless universalism incapable of national feeling, to an “internationalist” model that 
calls for the extension of national feeling to a global framework.43 This internationalist turn is 
echoed in studies of national literatures that note the deeply comparative nature of national 
identity and the creation of a national literature.44 Relatively recent trends in the critical 
conversation about the nature of cosmopolitanism and national belonging offer a new set of 
perspectives for examining the way Irish, English, and continental writers engaged with 
questions of the critical value of national identity during the increasingly globalizing moment of 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and how those identities were negotiated in literature. 
However, this trend has primarily emphasized modernist writing. For example, Rebecca 
Walkowitz applies her model of “critical cosmopolitanism”, with its emphasis on “thinking 
beyond the nation but also comparing, distinguishing, and judging among different versions of 
transnational thought”, primarily to modernists such as Woolf, Conrad, and Joyce (as well as 
21st-century writers).45 However, as Bruce Robbins points out, “actually existing 
cosmopolitanism” is concerned with “a reality of (re)attachment, multiple attachments, or 
attachment at a distance.”46 The ongoing process of articulating an Irish national identity and 
literary canon, and the imbrication of that process in tensions between nativism and 
internationalism, is arguably an overlooked version of this “actually existing cosmopolitanism” 
in practice. 
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 Recent considerations of the relationship between cosmopolitan identities and national 
belonging in Irish literature specifically have, in ways that parallel this project, the limitations of 
Irish cultural nationalism (e.g. nativism and an excessively narrow representation of Irish life). 
Most recently, Nels Pearson has argued for a model of “Irish expatriate modernism” that 
considers how the anticolonial contexts of Irish modernism “are dynamically related to the ways 
in which it reimagines the universal and the global” – that is, that an anticolonial Irish 
modernism complicates notions of global or cosmopolitan identity as deracinated.47 Noting the 
seeming contradiction of the term “Irish cosmopolitanism”, Pearson points out that changing 
notions of cosmopolitanism in the last two decades have led to a “growing awareness that, for 
what may be the true majority of peoples, relationships between national and international, 
homeland and world, cultural roots and universal humanity are not simply dialectical and 
sequential […] but ultimately overlapping, tangled together from the outset, and difficult to 
prioritize.”48 Pearson’s examples of Irish expatriate modernists, such as James Joyce and 
Elizabeth Bowen, are distinct from Anglophone high modernism in that they think beyond 
binaries of “located tradition” and “dislocated modernity,” instead negotiating overlapping 
national and global commitments.49 In so doing, they tend to resist sanctioned, nativist national 
mythologies. 
While I am in agreement with Pearson that Irish writers such as Joyce and Bowen 
demonstrate overlapping forms of national and cosmopolitan commitment in their writing – and, 
importantly, do so in order to resist a nativist national imaginary – I aim to complicate the 
argument that Irish cosmopolitanism is strictly a modernist phenomenon. An awareness of and 
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commitment to portraying what Pearson calls “diverse, local realities that resist any sanctioned 
national mythology” is an important component of the Irish realism I trace in this project, and in 
so doing, it resists the tendency of cultural nationalism to render those local realities and lives “in 
a sense symbolic before they are real.”50 For this reason, I argue that attention to realism as a key 
modernist precursor in Ireland can supplement Pearson’s argument for how expatriate 
modernists negotiated representations of national belonging that moved beyond the reductive 
modes of cultural nationalism. Because of the inseparability of form and genre from their 
national associations at this historical and cultural moment, my project also considers how Irish 
oppositional realism played a role in mediating emergent notions of national belonging 
complicated by cosmopolitan identities. Just as the emergent and oppositional writing I trace 
raises the possibilities for a realism that portrays the process of national identity formation, it 
also afforded greater space for the possibility of more inclusive versions of Irishness. 
This project thus investigates how Irish writers often considered more “cosmopolitan” 
than nativist in scope, by engaging with trans-channel literary networks, in fact demonstrate an 
“internationalist” ethic in the style of Robbins.51 Such “cosmopolitan patriots”, including George 
Moore and James Joyce, use the resources of realism to depict an Ireland that can productively 
participate in international networks. Robert’s declaration in Joyce’s Exiles that “If Ireland is to 
become a new Ireland she must become European” is illustrative in its implication of an 
extension of national rootedness rather than a complete abandonment of national affiliation.52 
Still later, Elizabeth Bowen demonstrates that the question of national belonging remained vital; 
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as I will discuss in Chapter 4, the social realism for which Bowen is generally known allows her 
to render the multiple and precarious forms of national and local belonging typical of her Anglo-
Irish subjects. However, this form of cosmopolitan patriotism encountered more nativist 
opposition that often equated international aesthetics – especially English middle-class realism – 
with vulgar subject matter. As Edward Martyn argues in his early Irish dramatic criticism, Irish 
idealism must stand against a “vast cosmopolitanism and vulgarity”; meanwhile, others such as 
George Moore called for the necessity of foreign influence on an emergent Irish literature 
provided it was not English. Such countervailing claims form the ground for the contested 
realism that I will argue emerges in Ireland during this period.53 
 
The chapters of this project are organized chronologically in order to unfold how the 
debate surrounding transnational realisms and their place in an emerging Irish literary canon 
evolved in tandem with changing conditions in Ireland. A secondary purpose is to emphasize 
how this emergent realism, with its exploration of realism’s critical potential and boundaries, 
functioned as a precursor to Irish modernism. I begin my analysis of realist appropriations in 
Ireland by considering how realist narrative modes operated in the context of colonial Ireland. 
This chapter aims to complicate claims that the conditions of colonial Ireland – social instability, 
the absence of an independent middle class, bilingual culture, and the alternative expectations of 
plot and narrative engendered by a primarily oral culture – were at odds with the conditions 
conducive to the (English) realist novel, resulting in half-formed attempts at realism or a stunted 
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naturalism.54 More recent critical discussion of the formal and aesthetic state of Irish literature in 
the 19th and early 20th centuries is beginning to point, with varying degrees of explicitness, to the 
possibility that realist tropes emerged later in the 19th century and into the early 20th century in 
spite of historical conditions that were not conducive to the development of the novel 
(understood in this case to be the novel in the style of 19th-century English realism).55  
I argue that George Moore’s 1886 novel A Drama in Muslin deliberately stages the 
limitations of the realist Bildungsroman by transplanting its narratives of development to an Irish 
context. Moore’s heroine is unable to achieve her dual developmental goals – marriage and a 
successful career as a novelist – in the space of Ireland and must ultimately emigrate to London 
in order to achieve domestic and professional success. While this treatment of the 
Bildungsroman plot suggests a reading in which the realist novel must fail in an Irish context, I 
argue that the novel’s conclusion in suburban London problematizes such a reading by casting 
the heroine’s developmental success as ethically and artistically compromised. In so doing, 
Moore troubles the English Bildungsroman form itself and advances a potential Irish colonial 
realism that, in juxtaposing the heroine’s success with other subplots of abortive development, 
calls attention to the uneven development underpinning Irish-English relations. 
 Chapter 2 traces W.B. Yeats’ changing relationship to literary realism over the course of 
his career in order to analyze how that relationship informed the broader aesthetic priorities of 
the literary Revival. Through an analysis of Yeats’ dramatic criticism and his work for the Irish 
                                                
54 See for example Terry Eagleton, Heathcliff and the Great Hunger, and David Lloyd, 
Anomalous States. 
55 See for example Margot Gayle Backus, The Gothic Family Romance: Heterosexuality, Child 
Sacrifice, and the Anglo-Irish Colonial Order on the marginal Anglo-Irish Gothic that resulted 
from the tension between English bourgeois colonial order and local loyalties (though she does 
not argue explicitly for an Irish realist or naturalist novel). Jed Esty points to the presence of 
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Literary Theatre, I argue that Yeats began the Revival project by privileging the French 
Symbolist conversation as a potential transnational influence for the fledgling cultural movement 
that could evade association with Englishness. Symbolism also allowed for an attempt to render 
Irish particularity via an idealized, heroic past. Paradoxically, the highly aestheticized, 
suggestive, and anti-representational tropes of Symbolism (consider Arthur Symons’ argument 
that Symbolism’s aesthetic superiority lay in its privileging of near-arbitrary “suggesting” over 
more exact “saying”) were considered aesthetically more amenable to the literary Revival of a 
mythic Irish past, though the incorporation of Symbolism suggests that even mythic Irish 
literature is in a sense nationally or culturally hybrid.56 Ultimately, however, Symbolism’s anti-
democratic components proved problematic for a cultural nationalism that adopted the rural Irish 
poor as a site of recovering Irishness. Simultaneously, the proto-modernist components of 
Symbolism as they applied to Yeats’ Irish idealism presented a problem of engagement with the 
external world: by raising the rural Irish to the level of symbol of a mythic past, could Yeats’ 
cultural nationalism engage usefully with the external, lived conditions of this group? By mid-
career, I argue, Yeats openly struggled with the limitations of a Symbolist-inflected cultural 
movement. This struggle was compounded by Yeats’ collaborator and Irish Literary Theatre co-
founder Edward Martyn, who dramatized the limitations of Yeats’ adoption of Symbolism and 
rejection of realism in his plays for the Irish Literary Theatre. Through a close reading of 
Martyn’s major play The Heather Field, I argue that Martyn dramatizes a marked anxiety about 
the value of Symbolist idealism (as opposed to an as yet devalued realism) in an Irish literary 
                                                
56 See Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature [1899], 1-2: “[Symbolism is] a form of 
expression, at the best but approximate, essentially but arbitrary, until it has obtained the force of 
a convention, for an unseen reality apprehended by the consciousness”.  See also 5-6 for 
Symons’ implication that French realism is formally totalizing in that it avoids suggestion, 
relying on “saying” with too much precision. 
   
 28 
project. In this play, romanticized idealism consistently collides with the conditions of external, 
inexorably historical reality. The demands of external reality lead Martyn’s romanticized Irish 
protagonists to ruin, suggesting an emergent anxiety about the need for the Irish Literary Theatre 
to engage with historical realities (arguably one of the conditions of Martyn’s eventual break 
with the Abbey Theatre). 
Chapter 3 extends the focus on the theatrical revival and its treatment of the rural poor as 
an idealized symbol of Irishness by considering the case of J.M. Synge’s The Playboy of the 
Western World and the response to its first performance at the Abbey Theatre in 1907. This 
chapter explores the sociopolitical risks of realist appropriation, particularly when applied to the 
Irish peasant subject, that were incurred by writers during and after the Irish Literary Revival. 
Given the tendency to associate realism with not only England, but also with notions of middle-
class commercialism, many Revival writers were wary of the notion of any realist emphasis in an 
Irish national literature.57 However, the grounding of writers such as Synge in French intellectual 
tradition nonetheless suggests the potential for trans-channel literary influence in the Revival; 
meanwhile, Synge’s own interest in drama “grown out of the fundamental realities of life” 
echoes realist tropes.58 In attempting to truthfully render rural working-class speech, Synge 
attempted to demonstrate realism’s ability to raise “more extensive and socially inferior human 
groups to the position of subject matter”, but encountered key problems of reception.59 I argue 
that Synge’s approach to the rural West relied on a hybrid mode of comedy and realism that 
diverged sharply from the romanticized portrayals that had become part of the Revival 
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mainstream by 1907. By reading The Playboy in tandem with accounts of the riots and reactions 
to the play in the Dublin press, I argue that Synge advances a calculatedly oppositional realism 
that prompted explicit conversation among middle-class, urban audiences about the value of 
realism in the broader Revival and the ability of a purely nativist cultural nationalism to address 
the conditions of the poor in the rural West. Further, by considering the reaction against The 
Playboy, the public debate sparked by the riots, and the uneven response to Synge’s other 
portrayals of the rural West, this chapter raises key questions about the realist treatment of rural 
Irish subjects in the Irish Literary Revival: Is the incorporation of realist and naturalist 
representation in an Irish national literature made problematic by competing priorities within 
cultural nationalism (as opposed to the broader historical conditions of colonialism in Ireland)? 
When is moderation of a realist impulse a conciliatory move in response to romantic, nativist 
cultural nationalism? Ultimately, I argue, the attempt to introduce elements of trans-channel 
realism to Revival writing reveals tensions between the assumed audience and subject matter of 
cultural nationalism in ways that call attention to the multiple, competing levels of consensus at 
play at this moment in Irish literary and sociopolitical history. 
Moving into the late- and post-Revival years, Chapter 4 bridges the gap between then-
emergent modes of Irish realism and modernism by examining how a psychological realism 
emerges as a result of triangulation of cultural nationalism with English and Continental versions 
of realism, with a specific focus on Edouard Dujardin’s model of the interior monologue. 
Dujardin’s model emphasized “unheard, unspoken speech, through which a character expresses 
his most intimate thoughts, closest to the unconscious, prior to all logical organization, that is to 
say as it comes into being, by means of sentences in direct speech reduced to their syntactic 
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minimum, in order to give the impression of raw experience.”60	Given Dujardin’s emphasis on 
the accurate portrayal of “raw experience” here, along with the adoption of his model by key 
writers exporting the resources of realism to Ireland (while my focus in this chapter is on 
Elizabeth Bowen, she followed James Joyce and George Moore in their use of interior 
monologue), I will investigate how the model of the interior monologue, in conjunction with 
realist modes, provided better resources for the portrayal of the realities of the unseen in Ireland, 
including the intangible experiences of the Irish cosmopolitan or what Joe Cleary has referred to 
as “internal exiles.”61  This manifestation of Irish realism is unique in that it is arguably the 
version that most self-consciously arises from Irish engagement with transnational modes of 
realism and explores the ramifications of transnational exchange. This psychological realism not 
only anticipates modernist interiority, but also proposes ways to reconcile representation of Irish 
particularity with the sociopolitical ramifications of incorporating transnational aesthetic forms 
into an Irish national literature.  
Through a close reading of Elizabeth Bowen’s The House in Paris, I consider how Irish 
transitional authors explicitly rethought and reworked the purposes of realism in conjunction 
with the new interior possibilities offered by the model of the interior monologue. Bowen’s 
novel is a particularly intriguing example in that it relies on a coexistence of (classic and 
psychological) realist and modernist representation to reflect on the social and psychological 
implications of cosmopolitan identity. Bowen relies on interventions of a version of the classic 
realist narrator to represent the experience of a child born without specific national or maternal 
affiliation, suggesting the necessity of realism’s resources to reflect truthfully and self-
consciously upon the experience of transnational subjects. By juxtaposing the child’s narrative 
                                                
60 Edouard Dujardin, Interior Monologue, 113 
61 See Joe Cleary, Literature, Partition, and the Nation-State 
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with an “Irish interlude” that reflects upon the uneasy national status of the Anglo-Irish 
Ascendancy after Irish independence, Bowen’s novel traces the afterlives of Irish national 
consciousness while exploring the porous boundaries between the realism I trace over the course 
of the project and a cosmopolitan Irish modernism. 
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Chapter 1: The Irish Bildungsroman and Alternative Realisms in George Moore’s A Drama 
in Muslin 
 
I. 
 
George Moore’s 1886 novel A Drama in Muslin may be read as a fusion of naturalist 
documentary and the realist Bildungsroman: drawing on his documentary of the rural West and 
Dublin Castle society in Parnell and His Island, Moore interweaves a marriage plot involving 
the daughter of a County Galway landlord, Alice Barton, with an account of the agrarian 
agitations of the 1870s and 1880s. The novel is frequently read in terms of Moore’s critique of 
the marriage market, while more recent criticism of the novel has explored its treatment of the 
arts, female artists, and its function as a Künstlerroman.  Extending these arguments, I claim that 
we might read A Drama in Muslin as a disrupted version of the realist Bildungsroman that 
destabilizes developmental and marriage plots to explore the possibilities of realist narratives that 
respond to the conditions of late-colonial Ireland. The novel’s interpenetrating plots of marriage, 
personal development, and artistic development are mapped onto metanarratives of (abortive) 
national development to call attention to the ways in which the conditions of colonial Ireland 
inhibit development and render growth in the Bildungsroman tradition impossible, and to 
simultaneously interrogate the limitations of Victorian realist narratives of social integration and 
progress, particularly as they apply to Irish subjects.  
While Alice does reach maturity and achieves social integration in terms we might expect 
of the female Bildungsroman and Künstlerroman, she does so in ways that Moore’s narrator 
casts as compromised or limited. Alice (and, as I will discuss below, most of the women who 
appear in the novel) seems to be unable to achieve a mature social role in the Ireland from which 
she ultimately departs, suggesting that self-exile is the only means by which she might achieve 
fulfilled, productive domestic and artistic roles. In this sense, Alice functions as a female, semi-
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domestic version of Moore’s wide range of artist figures that consistently grapple with the 
possibility of artistic failure and the necessity of exile. As Fabienne Gaspari has pointed out, 
Moore’s preoccupation with “portraits of the artist” – especially failed ones, in what she calls 
“dramas of sterility” – occasionally manifests in narratives in which exile functions as a “prelude 
to [artistic] creation.”1 Fabienne Dabrigeon-Garcier notes that Moore continued to address the 
question of artistic exile specifically with regard to Irish artists after his 1901 return to Ireland, 
specifically indicting Irish Catholicism as an “art-hating, life hating religion forcing artists into 
exile.”2 In light of these readings of Moore’s preoccupation with the trope of the failed artist and 
how the conditions of Catholic Ireland contributed to that failure, Alice Barton seems, at first 
glance, to invert what critics have identified as the standard Moore trope of the failed, celibate 
artist. Unlike, for example, Mildred Lawson of Celibates, Alice marries, has children, and finds 
success in publishing novels; she thus seems to subvert the “drama of sterility” on all fronts: 
domestic, sexual, and artistic. She also appears to successfully fulfill the conditions of artistic 
exile, abandoning Ireland in favor of London in order to establish both her family and her literary 
career. In writing a female Bildungsroman/Künstlerroman, it is thus tempting to read Moore’s 
effort in A Drama in Muslin as an inversion of the failed artist trope in its treatment of Alice’s 
social and artistic development. However, as I will discuss below, Alice’s successful artistic 
genesis is tempered in ways that are linked to her domestic narrative and departure from Ireland, 
suggesting that Moore’s play on his previous fictions of artistic and personal sterility goes 
beyond a mere inversion. 
                                                
1 Fabienne Gaspari, “More than Dramas of Sterility: Portraits of the Artist in Moore’s Fiction”, 
in George Moore: Artistic Visions and Literary Worlds (ed. Mary Pierse), 12, 18 
2 Fabienne Garcier, “George Moore’s The Untilled Field: the Irish Short Story at a Crossroads”, 
in George Moore: Artists Visions and Literary Worlds (ed. Mary Pierse), 40, 44 
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Elizabeth Grubgeld’s landmark study of Moore’s interest in the notion of self-genesis 
throughout his otherwise highly varied literary career also addresses the importance of exile to 
successful self-creation (artistic and otherwise) – a version, arguably, of fictions of development. 
Grubgeld argues that A Drama in Muslin relies on a rhetorical strategy of “repudiative discourse” 
in which Moore’s narrator communicates his “loathing” of Ireland as part of the characters’ 
processes of development, effectively folding autobiographical impulses into the Bildungsroman 
narrative: “The process of discovery is initiated through his narrator’s dismissal of everything he 
sees in Ireland, as potential identities – lives that might have been the author’s – are called up 
one after another to face the acid judgments of the narrative voice.”3 For Moore and his narrator, 
she argues, Ireland is a target for repudiation because “[it] is no place for life because it is no 
place for art […] no cultural occasion exists to encourage and support it.” This repudiation is 
folded into a critique of the marriage market and the convention it upholds as a means of 
“stultification of a people’s ethical and aesthetic capacity.”4 According to Grubgeld’s argument, 
then, Moore performs his own ambivalence about Ireland via Alice’s narratives of delayed social 
and artistic development insofar as exile appears to be the only condition on which Alice can 
achieve maturity on both fronts. However, Moore’s treatment of the novel’s final scenes, in 
which we find Alice established in suburban London after spending the bulk of the novel moving 
between Dublin and the rural West (troubling the notion that Alice’s departure is an act of exile), 
suggests that while reinscribing her narrative in terms of conventional Victorian respectability is 
the only way in the framework of the novel for her to achieve a mature social role, her 
development is both ethically and artistically limited.  
                                                
3 Grubgeld, George Moore and the Autogenous Self, 2-3 
4 Ibid., 4-5 
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Other recent Moore criticism dealing specifically with A Drama in Muslin has begun to 
investigate how Moore’s play on a female Bildungsroman narrative complicates his reliance on 
the trope of the failed artist in general and his treatment of the female artist in particular. Most 
recently, Ma. Elena Jaime de Pablos and Ann Heilmann have argued that A Drama in Muslin 
may be read as a contribution to New Woman writing, albeit one with an unstable relationship to 
contemporary feminist thought.5 Heilmann and de Pablos point out that A Drama in Muslin, as a 
“girl-novel” about a young female artist, contradicts Moore’s assertion in Circulating Morals 
(published only a year prior) that “art and young girls” are “irreconcilable things” with its 
emphasis on Alice’s development from a “provincial Irish schoolgirl playwright” to a 
“professional metropolitan London writer.”6 They argue, however, that Alice’s eventual growth 
into a middlebrow novelist signals a lingering ambivalence on Moore’s part about the integrity of 
women’s art: Alice may achieve commercial success, but she does not achieve artistic greatness. 
Moore, they suggest, uses Alice’s success to call attention to the unsuitability of Ireland to the 
creative imagination (in this sense, they hold with Moore criticism in general on the question of 
artistic exile in this novel), but also to explore questions of gendered authorship.7  
These critical readings of A Drama in Muslin are generally in agreement that Moore 
engages in a wholesale dismissal of Ireland as a space that can foster artistic growth (and, by 
extension, other and often interrelated types of growth and progress), a dismissal that is made 
pointedly evident in Alice’s achievement of success in London. While Heilmann and de Pablos 
begin to complicate this argument by pointing out that Moore qualifies the nature of Alice’s 
artistic success, the implications for Moore’s developmental narrative as a whole have yet to be 
                                                
5 Heilmann and de Pablos, “Alice Barton: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young (New) Woman?”, 
in George Moore: Influence and Collaboration (eds. Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn), 99 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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fully explored. While Grubgeld’s reading acknowledges that the novel is, by its conclusion, not 
“altogether confident about the integrity of the exile”, she appears to gloss over Moore’s 
depiction of Alice’s married life in London – her developmental terminus – as merely “ironic.”8 I 
aim to extend these readings of A Drama in Muslin and its treatment of the Künstlerroman and 
Bildungsroman narratives by applying pressure to the idea, taken largely as self-evident, that 
Moore engages in a wholesale dismissal of Ireland as a space unsuitable for the creative 
imagination. If we examine Moore’s critique of Ireland as a space in which all forms of 
development – personal, social, artistic – inevitably founder, closer examination of his closing 
treatment of the metropolitan space in which the novel concludes is also warranted. Given Moore 
must move the primary narrative of his hybrid Bildungsroman/Künstlerroman to Victorian 
London in order to achieve its developmental ends, it is worth taking into account the 
correspondences of the realist Bildungsroman to not only the metropolitan space of England, but 
also to Victorian ideologies of progress. How, I want to ask, is Moore’s ambivalence about 
Alice’s success linked not only to her being a female artist, but also to the site of her self-exile? 
Why do the conditions of the realist Bildungsroman require that Alice’s developmental terminus 
occur outside of Ireland? How is Moore’s ambivalence related to the dominant narrative 
conventions under which we expect Alice to achieve artistic growth through self-exile? In 
exploring these questions, I ultimately want to suggest that Moore’s critical aim in A Drama in 
Muslin is about the narrative conventions and restrictions of the Victorian realist Bildungsroman 
and its inability to adequately respond to the conditions of late-colonial Ireland as much as it is 
about those historical conditions. 
  
                                                
8 Grubgeld, George Moore and the Autogenous Self, 7, 14-15 
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 In considering how Moore plays on narratives of development, I draw on Jed Esty’s 
recent arguments in Unseasonable Youth for models of uneven or disrupted development in 
modernist Bildungsromane as a way of thinking about rewired modes of realism. Specifically, 
we might read A Drama in Muslin as an early version of what Esty calls the modernist novel of 
stalled development. Esty notes that the Bildungsroman’s dialectic of youth and corresponds to 
the historical tension between the dynamism of capitalist modernity and the binding power of 
national identity. A Drama in Muslin troubles this tension, as the restrictions on Alice’s growth 
derive in part from her subject position as part of the Catholic landowning class (a restriction we 
also find replicated in the situations of her peers). The (anti)developmental trajectory of A 
Drama in Muslin tracks with the “substantial revision” that, according to Esty, occurred in the 
late Bildungsroman as the stable temporal frames of national destiny shifted to a more global and 
uncertain frame of reference.9 In a sense, Alice’s developmental trajectory tracks with this shift, 
as she finds herself only able to achieve a mature social role by abandoning the space of late 
colonial Ireland (and abandoning her ties with the landlord class) to become a wife, mother, and 
writer in metropolitan London. In so doing, she appears to disrupt (albeit in a limited way) what 
Esty calls the conventional alignment between personal destiny and national eschatology.  
Moore’s rendition of stalled Bildungsroman and Künstlerroman narrative tropes also, I 
argue, functions as an early version of Gregory Castle’s model of the modernist Bildungsroman. 
Noting the centrality of the Bildungsroman to English realism, Castle argues that modernist 
reworkings of the Bildungsroman diverge from the nineteenth-century tradition of “socialization, 
or socially pragmatic Bildung” in favor of the eighteenth-century German Enlightenment’s 
“tradition of aesthetico-spiritual (or classical) Bildung” in order to find new ways to represent 
                                                
9 Esty, Unseasonable Youth, 6-7 
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self-cultivation. However, the modernist Bildungsroman maintains “a power of sense of 
frustration with the dialectical structure of classical Bildung”, leading to a negative critique of 
Bildung – thus the seeming failures of Bildung in the modernist Bildungsroman “can […] be 
read as critical triumphs.”10 A Drama in Muslin arguably does different work, insofar as it calls 
attention to the limitations of nineteenth-century socialization, and begins to anticipate the 
movement towards modernist recuperation of Enlightenment aesthetico-spiritual Bildung. As we 
will see, Alice’s cultivation and socialization rejects artistic greatness in favor of middlebrow, 
commercial success and integration into metropolitan social order, yet Moore implicitly 
problematizes and critiques this process of personal development and social integration.  
Castle notes that the Irish modernist Bildungsroman is an exceptional case given the 
conditions of nineteenth-century Ireland, arguing that “throughout the nineteenth century, neither 
aesthetico-spiritual nor socially pragmatic Bildung could find a foothold in colonial Ireland, 
given that social conditions were inimical both to the freedom necessary for Bildung to flourish 
as an option for self-cultivation and to the institutions that would encourage and regulate the 
production of ‘viable’ social subjects.”11 A Drama in Muslin is a late nineteenth-century example 
that plays on this formulation insofar as it applies the developmental tropes of the English realist 
Bildungsroman to a colonial Irish setting in order to problematize them through their failure – a 
failure that Moore highlights in that Bildung only successfully occurs when the heroine and 
narrative are transplanted to England. As Castle points out, “The critique of Bildung in a colonial 
setting targets an essentially foreign discourse with no normative status in colonial society. 
Colonial Bildung is therefore always a more or less self-conscious role-playing, in which 
colonial subjects find themselves in an alienated relation to the goal of classical Bildung, with 
                                                
10 Castle, Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman, 3 
11 Ibid., 127 
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effects that range from sincere imitation to subversive mimicry.”12 I argue that we can read A 
Drama in Muslin as a precursor to the Irish modernist Bildungsroman in which the heroine 
performs sincere imitation in order for the novel as a whole to marshal subversive mimicry of 
socially pragmatic Bildung, a process that is likely informed in part by Moore’s use of a female 
heroine and the marriage plot (a staple of socially pragmatic Bildung acceptable for women) 
associated with her. 
In order to explore how Moore marshals a performance of colonial Bildung to marshal a 
critique of the English Bildungroman and its suitability to the conditions of colonial Ireland, I 
will trace how several of Moore’s interrelated plots of development stall inevitably, fail outright, 
or are otherwise compromised. I begin with the central marriage market plot, continue to 
consider Alice’s development as artist (Moore’s invocation of the Künstlerroman, and their 
culmination in Alice’s marriage and emigration against the backdrop of the dissolution of the 
Land League.  
 
II. 
Over the course of A Drama in Muslin, Alice Barton repeatedly grapples with the reality 
that her opportunities for personal growth and achieving a mature social role are severely limited 
by her subject position as the daughter of a rural Catholic landowning family in the West of 
Ireland. The novel’s opening scene immediately offers hints as to the ways Alice’s progress 
towards maturity is slowed and even stalled. While the novel opens with the closing “prize-day” 
                                                
12 Castle, Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman, 127-128. Castle identifies Moore’s semi-
autobiographical Confessions of a Young Man as an example of sincere imitation of classical 
Bildung. 
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at St. Leonard’s convent school, a scene that suggests that Alice stands on the cusp of adulthood, 
we learn that her education has been an unusually extended one: 
Alice Barton was what is commonly known as a plain girl. At home, during the holidays, 
she often heard that the dressmaker could not fit her, that her eyes were not so large nor 
so sweet as her sister’s. But the clear, sweet mind was so often revealed in those grey 
eyes, that the want of beauty was forgotten in love of her personality. […] Alice was now 
turned twenty, she was the eldest, the best-beloved, and the cleverest girl in the school. It 
was not, therefore, on account of any backwardness in her education that she had been 
kept so long out of society; but because Mrs. Barton thought that, as her two girls were so 
different in appearance, it would be well for them to come out together. Against this 
decision Alice said nothing, and, like a tall arum lily, she had grown in the convent from 
girl to womanhood. (DM 2) 
The extension of Alice’s education beyond the time girls normally spend at the convent school, 
such that she is now the oldest girl there and has grown into early adulthood, foregrounds the 
types of forestalled and delayed growth that Alice and the other girls of St. Leonard’s will 
experience over the course of the novel as they leave the convent and enter the marriage market 
for which their education has prepared them. The grounds for her extended stay in the convent 
school similarly anticipate the developmental double-binds Alice will encounter: she flourishes 
in the environment of the convent thanks to her cleverness, but her social position and relatively 
advanced age require her to eventually leave the school and make her debut in society and the 
marriage market. However, we are immediately made aware that, as a so-called “plain girl”, her 
chances for success in the Dublin marriage market are slim, such that her want of physical 
beauty becomes the primary condition for her lengthy education. Meanwhile, by glossing Alice’s 
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childhood and early education, Moore bypasses some of the biographical chronology common to 
the Bildungsroman, suggesting that Alice’s relevant educational and developmental processes (or 
her inability to access them) begin in her early adulthood. 
Upon returning home to County Galway, Alice and her more beautiful sister Olive spend 
months preparing for their first season on the Dublin Castle marriage market (resulting in friction 
between the sisters and their mother as Olive, with her better prospects on the marriage market, 
is prioritized). Even before the girls travel to Dublin, however, the series of society gatherings 
they attend make clear to Alice that her bid in the marriage market is likely to fail before it 
begins, suggesting that her development towards the only clear mature social role available to 
her will be stalled from its outset. Encountering women who have failed in the marriage market, 
Alice becomes aware not only of the reality that marriage is not a guaranteed outcome (despite 
the centrality of marriage to social integration and utility), but also of the stunted social roles 
unmarried women are forced to play. Shortly after her return to Galway, Alice visits three 
spinsters known collectively as the “Miss Brennans”, a visit that evokes the idleness and 
stagnation – a failure to achieve social utility – that awaits unmarried women. As Alice 
approaches, the ruined gate-lodge and “weed-grown avenue [that] was covered with cowdung” 
(DM 56) suggests the spinsters’ isolation; the impression is furthered as Alice’s companion 
predicts that they will be kept “waiting a good half-hour while they put on their best frocks” (DM 
56), an arguably excessive degree of formality for two younger neighbors. Moore continues to 
emphasize the monotony and lack of any forward progress and development the Miss Brennans 
experience: 
The Brennan family consisted of three girls – Gladys, Zoe, and Emily. Thirty-three, 
thirty-one, and thirty were their respective ages. Their father and mother, dead some ten 
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or a dozen years, had left them joint proprietors of a small property of seven hundred a 
year. Gossip had magnified this to three thousand, and they were, therefore, known as the 
heiresses of Kinavarah. All three were dumpty and dark, and in snub-noses and blue eyes 
their Celtic blood was recognisable. Every year they went to spend a month at the 
Shelborne [sic] Hotel in Dublin, and they returned with quite a little trousseau. Gladys 
and Zoe always dressed alike, from the bow round the neck to the bow on the little show 
that they so artlessly withdrew when in the presence of gentlemen. Gladys’ formula for 
receiving visitors was never varied […] (DM 57; emphasis original)  
Importantly, Moore emphasizes their relative economic independence while noting that it has 
done nothing to improve their marriage prospects or provide them with any meaningful social 
utility. They are above the age of thirty yet referred to as “girls”, suggesting that by not having 
crossed the developmental threshold of marriage, they never quite reach true maturity. Moore 
characterizes their lives in terms of a circular, monotonous sameness: the same shopping trip 
each year, identical dress, an unchanging formula for receiving the occasional visitor. In short, 
they “killed time in the way they thought would give the least offence to their neighbours.” (DM 
57) 
 The Misses Brennan are brought further into focus as harbingers of Alice’s potential 
future as we learn they are also former “St. Leonard’s girls”; only in recalling their school days 
do the “wrinkling faces of the spinsters [flush] and [look] fresh again. Then, sighing, they [recall] 
the hopes that had withered, and the conversation came to a pause.” (DM 57) Taking into 
account her own happier experiences in the convent school, Alice recognizes the possibility that 
her own development, like that of the Miss Brennans, may progress only as far as that site of her 
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early education. Alice begins to recognize the centrality of marriage to any kind of successful 
personal development:  
Alice strove to see clear, but her thoughts were clouded, scattered, diffused. Force herself 
as she would, still no conclusion seemed possible; all was vague and contradictory. She 
had talked to these Brennans, seen how they lived, could guess what their past was, what 
their future must be. In that neat little house, their uneventful life dribbled away in 
maiden idleness; neither hope nor despair broke the cruel triviality of their days […] (DM 
58) 
Although Alice expresses a relatively inchoate understanding of why and how the Brennans’ 
opportunities for greater social development beyond their school days could be thus restricted, 
she arrives rapidly at a conclusion that is generally taken for granted over the course of the 
novel: 
[…] and yet, was it their fault? No; for what could they do if no one would marry them? – 
a woman could do nothing without a husband. There is a reason for the existence of a 
pack-horse, but none for that of an unmarried woman. She can achieve nothing – she has 
no duty but, by blotting herself out, to shield herself from the attacks of ever-slandering 
friends. Alice had looked forward to a husband and a home as the certain 
accomplishment of years; now she saw a woman, independently of her own will, may 
remain single. (DM 58) 
This is the first moment in which Alice explicitly connects the possibility of female Bildung to 
marriage, as she frames it as the “accomplishment of years”, a kind of developmental telos that 
will bring her into harmony with her social milieu (in contrast to the alternative of self-
effacement in the face of mockery).   
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As preparations for the Dublin Castle season continue, Alice’s growing understanding of 
the marriage market and its implications for her own future comes to a head as “she realised, 
seeing all along the far-reaching range of consequences, that she was no more than a plain girl, 
whom no man would care to marry, and who would have to live without any aim or object in 
life, an ever-increasing burden to her people, an object of derision to her acquaintances.” (97) 
More importantly, Alice begins to more explicitly connect the notion of a version of socially 
pragmatic Bildung for women to marriage, as her despair at the possibility of not marrying has 
less to do with any desire for companionship or romance as it does for the opportunity to 
productively participate in society:   
She had not been included in the scheme of existence; there was no end for her to attain, 
no height for her to climb; and now, looking into the future, she could see no issue for the 
love and energy which throbbed within her. Must it all die? How horrible, how narrow, 
how indefensible, how unintelligent did the laws that guarded a young girl’s life appear 
to her to be! and, as a prisoner will raise his arms to beat down the walls of his cell, she 
appealed against them all: “Give me a duty, give me a mission to perform, and I will 
live!” she cried despairingly; “but, oh! save me from this grey dream of idleness!” (98)  
Alice expresses desires congruent with the developmental ends of the socially pragmatic English 
Bildungsroman by way of her longing to perform a “duty”, a “mission”, or to be given a goal to 
attain – all language that suggests she seeks participation and integration with her society at 
large. However, in the framework of this novel (and in the broader female Bildungsroman 
tradition), the idea that marriage is a prerequisite for any participation in society on the part of 
women is taken as self-evident. The notion that marriage is a prerequisite for women’s 
participation in society (interestingly, Alice’s anxieties seem to suggest that marriage provides 
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access to roles beyond that of wife and mother) is raised repeatedly throughout the novel, as a 
reminder of the severe restriction of Alice’s avenues for maturity and social participation. 
Significantly, however, some key progress in Alice’s thinking does occur: in contrast to the 
nostalgia for the space of the convent school that we have seen with the Misses Brennan (and 
will see further with Alice’s closest friend, Cecelia Cullen), she arrives at a recognition that even 
the convent school, the site of her early education, is complicit in the institution of the marriage 
market: “For this, and only this, the whole system of their education had been devised. They had 
been dressed out in a little French, a little music, a little watercolour-painting – for this, and only 
this: to snigger, to cajole, to chatter to any man who would condescend to listen to them, and to 
gladly marry any man who would undertake to keep them.” (DM 98-99) Moore’s indictment of 
women’s education via Alice is a rare moment in which her forestalled Bildung plot is 
complicated and anticipates its reversal at the end of the novel. 
Moore is careful to emphasize that Alice does not simply face idleness: she faces an 
explicit failure to grow further, enforced by the extremely narrow conditions under which she 
might be allowed to mature.  As a horrified Alice faces the possibility of an idle, unmarried life, 
Moore’s narrator interjects to provide an extended view of her probable future in a way that links 
her sense of utility to the potential for growth, further emphasizing the linkage between socially 
pragmatic Bildung for women and marriage:  
She with a plain face is like a seed fallen upon a rock. There she will remain to perish, 
while around her the green crop will grow gladly in May and April winds, and ripen to 
summer fulness under July and August suns. She will see her companions becoming 
brides, and then mothers; and, if she lives out her useless life to the end, she will see 
grandchildren crowding about their knees; each age will bring them new interests, while 
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each succeeding year will rob her pitilessly of any hopes and joys she may still cling to. 
(99) 
Moore’s extended metaphor of the ungerminated seed places additional emphasis on the trope of 
(permanently) stalled development, decoupling the notion of aging from maturation. Importantly, 
Alice is convinced that both social utility and opportunities for self-cultivation (married women, 
not Alice, will develop “new interests”) will not be available to her if she does not marry, 
making clear the extent to which Bildung is yoked to marriage in the framework of Moore’s 
novel and novels of female development broadly speaking. On the basis of her marriageability, 
then, Alice expects that she will grow old, but will not be permitted to grow up, in a permanently 
stalled process of development. 
 As the narrative moves to Dublin and the Barton sisters’ first Dublin Castle season, it 
becomes clear that Alice is not the only one of the novel’s principal characters to face this kind 
of forestalled development. Olive finds herself with no suitable prospects despite being 
repeatedly hailed as the “belle of the season”, prompting Mrs. Barton to ever more aggressively 
lobby for potential suitors while Olive’s failure to attract the most eligible suitor of the season, 
the Marquis of Kilcarney, leaves her a target for gossip and derision. Alice, already having 
abandoned any expectations for a husband but nonetheless obligated to participate in the season, 
is left to observe how the competition for a husband has shaped (and often twisted) the women 
around her. She notes the gradations of women present, observing the marked differences 
between the newcomers and the women in their third and even fourth seasons in order to call 
attention not only to pervasive reality that many of these women will not marry, but also to their 
lack of alternatives in their social (and narrative) framework: even with no success, they have no 
choice but to return to the marriage market each season. It is at the Dublin Castle dances and 
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dinners that Moore points to how a narrative framework that allows only marriage as an avenue 
for women’s successful development not only stalls that development, but even reverses it. Alice 
listens to two women mocking another whose prospective husband has been sent abroad and 
considers the “living death” of the marriage market via Moore’s narrator: 
Was it possible, she asked herself, that she was listening to the conversation of people  
who passed for, and who believed themselves to be, ladies? And to think that only a few 
years are required to degrade a girl full of sweetness and promise to the level of that 
horrible harlot-like creature with the yellow hair and wide mouth! And by what delicate 
degrees is the soul befouled in this drama of muslin, and how little is there left for any 
use of life when, after torture and disgrace, the soul, that was once so young, appears on 
the stage for the fourth act. Examine the meagre minds of the Ladies Cullen and the 
Honourable Miss Gores, listen to these narrow bigotries, and think that once these poor 
old things were fresh, hopeful, full of aspiration. (DM 193-194) 
The demands of the marriage market as the means of achieving a husband (and thus a socially 
productive form of Bildung for women) thus has the potential to produce women whose 
development has been stalled via spinsterhood as well as the potential to reverse progress 
towards maturity.  
As Alice, Olive, and her former schoolmates return to Dublin for a second season, Moore 
once again raises the potential of stalled and reversed development, implying that the girls are 
only one season closer to similar devolution:  
Nevertheless Alice noticed that the gladness of last year was gone out of their hearts; 
none expected much, and all remembered a little of the disappointments they had 
suffered. […] Still they must fight on to the last, there is no going back – there is nothing 
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for them to go back to. There is no hope in life for them but the vague hope of securing a 
husband.  So they keep on to the last, becoming gradually more spiteful and puerile, their 
ideas of life and things growing gradually narrower, until, in their thirty-fifth or fortieth 
year, they fall into the autumn heaps, to lie there forgotten […] poor old women who 
have never lived at all.” (DM 267-268) 
A dual emphasis inheres in this formulation of the second year on the marriage market: in both 
the Ireland of the novel and the female Bildungsroman plot in which their stories are inscribed, 
the girls have no alternative but to participate in the marriage market and to attempt to pursue 
marriage as a means of social Bildung – even as they recognize the unlikelihood and even 
impossibility of achieving such a developmental end. The form of the novel, and the Ireland onto 
which it has been transposed, offers them no other choice. 
 
III. 
 While Moore’s adaptation of the English Bildungsroman plot relies heavily on the 
marriage plot and its relationship to acceptable female Bildung as vehicles for his plots of stalled 
and deferred development, a second and related developmental strain is its incorporation of the 
Künstlerroman plot. Even as Alice fails to achieve integration with her broader society and a 
mature role via the marriage market, she simultaneously begins to cultivate an alternative strain 
of development by way of discovering and beginning to cultivate her abilities as a writer. 
Moore’s rendition of Alice’s artistic development as another way of achieving Bildung is 
complicated, however, by the nature of the self-cultivation it makes available to her. We may 
expect an artistic education to produce or at least pursue what Gregory Castle has referred to as 
“classical” and “aesthetico-spiritual Bildung” as opposed to the kind of socially pragmatic 
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Bildung we have seen associated with the marriage market plots.13 However, Alice’s aesthetic 
education is arguably an unconventional one, aimed at (re)producing the kind of socially 
pragmatic Bildung of social integration and utility she seeks but cannot achieve via the marriage 
market. This approach to her aesthetic education, as I will discuss in more detail below, is a key 
contributor to the compromised resolution of her Bildung plot.  
 Moore establishes Alice’s artistic potential during the novel’s opening prize-day scene at 
St. Leonard’s convent school, emphasizing the extent to which the artistic plot of development 
runs parallel with and informs her marriage plot. Her literary debut, an adaptation of Tennyson’s 
ballad of King Cophetua and the beggar-maid, is performed for the parents and priests gathered 
for the prize-day ceremonies. The disparities among Alice’s vision for the play, its performance 
by the other schoolgirls, and the audience’s interpretations are of note in foregrounding Alice’s 
eventual artistic inclinations. Moore’s narrator describes the “little play” as “charming as it was 
guileless” (DM 9), while the audience finds it “a little tedious” until a contrived argument 
between King Cophetua and the Princess to whom he is engaged (played by Olive) recaptures 
the audience’s attention long enough for the climactic marriage between the King and the 
beggar-maid, who enchants him with her singing. Alice’s reaction to the performance, however, 
demonstrates the extent to which her vision for the play does not align with her audience’s 
priorities or the actors’ interpretations: 
                                                
13 See for example chapter 3, “Bildung and the ‘Bonds of Dominion’” in Reading the Modernist 
Bildungsroman, on Wilde and Joyce’s attempts to address the problems of self-development in a 
colonial society. Joyce and Wilde present plots in which their protagonists attempt to recover 
classical/aesthetico-spiritual Bildung via their aesthetic educations but ultimately fail, in what 
Castle argues is “an immanent critique of the modes of socialization that had displaced and 
transformed classical Bildung.” (127) Moore’s version of this kind of artistic development, by 
contrast, moves towards successful achievement of socially pragmatic Bildung while 
problematizing that success. 
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Everyone was enchanted but Alice. She alone saw how the beauty of her thoughts had 
been turned into hideousness in the representation; the idea as it passed into reality had 
become polluted. She had wished to show how a man, in the trouble and bitterness of life, 
must yearn for the consoling sympathy of a woman, and how he may find the dove his 
heart is sighing for in the lowliest bracken; and, having found her and having recognised 
that she is the one, he should place her in his bosom […] Instead of this, she had seen a 
King who seemed to regard life as a sensual gratification; and a beggar-maid who looked 
upon her lover, not timidly, as a new-born flower upon the sun, but as a clever huckstress 
who had bought her goods at her valuing. (DM 13) 
Alice’s romantic vision is reduced to a kind of crass sensualism by her schoolgirl performers, yet 
the audience’s reactions suggest that this is precisely what appeals to them. The convent 
audience goes further in co-opting Alice’s vision by yoking the play to the broader marriage 
plots of the novel. The audience is so enchanted by the final scene of the beggar-maid’s marriage 
that they call for an encore, prompting the curtain to rise again on the King and the beggar-maid 
seated together in a tableau vivant, and “even the hearts of the little children rejoiced in the 
materialisation of the idea, in the crudity of the living picture placed before them. In a vision 
each girl saw herself selected out of the multitude, crowned with orange-blossoms and led by a 
noble husband through the dim church […] to a life made of riches, adulation, amusement.” (DM 
13) Even the nuns are caught up in the collective “content” that the final tableau inspires, as 
“they gloried in having been, at least, the providers of the brides of men; and in imagination they 
assisted at the wedding of an entire epoch.” (DM 14) As Alice prepares to leave the convent to 
enter the more perilous space of the marriage market, then, she finds her early artistic endeavors 
co-opted by the dictates of marriage-as-Bildung that we have seen above.  
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Once Alice returns to Galway and joins her sister in preparations for the Dublin Castle 
season, her artistic interests (save for interludes in which we discover Alice’s father’s 
questionably successful painting, emphasizing her artistic antecedents) are deemphasized apart 
from reading novels, particularly those of Walter Scott, as a reprieve from the anxieties her 
marriage prospects raise. However, it is during the Castle season that Alice reclaims her artistic 
aspirations; simultaneously, Moore introduces an alternative strain of developmental narrative 
that provides an alternative to the narrow version of socially pragmatic Bildung made available 
by the marriage market plot. Alice’s first glimpse of opportunities for social development outside 
of the Dublin marriage market, as well as the way her developmental possibilities are bounded 
by her position in the colonial periphery, comes by way of her encounter with the cosmopolitan 
writer John Harding at the Lord Lieutenant’s drawing room. Alice is immediately struck by 
Harding when she learns that he writes novels; however, her interest is framed in terms of 
finding a mentor rather than a love interest or marriage prospect: “as yet she had not thought of 
any of her heroes – and she had many – as living men: she had only seen them in the clear 
mirrors of her words; and therefore, to this imaginative girl, the sensation of hearing suddenly 
that the young stranger, in whom she was already interested, was a writer of novels, was at once 
a little blinding and bewildering”. (DM 149) Alice and Harding proceed to discuss poetry 
(Harding’s distaste for Alice’s choice of poets is not lost on her), leading to a sort of epiphany 
regarding her aesthetic education to this point. She begins to recognize how her “judgments had 
been dictated by the heart rather than the intelligence”, that she “knew nothing of the contrasting 
of ideas to make mental pictures, not of the gleam of paradox that makes daylight in a sentence”, 
and experiences “nearly a pained sense of losing grip” (DM 149) In the midst of the marriage 
market, where viable development and socialization is unreachable for Alice, Harding reveals the 
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possibility of an alternative form of Bildung: “His fearless speech was what the sea-wind and the 
blue and white aspects of a distant mountain range are to the convict. Her life seemed suddenly 
to have grown larger, clearer; she felt as if the breathing of the dawn were on her face.” (DM 
151)   
While Harding is never presented as a viable marriage prospect (despite Mrs. Barton’s 
hopes), he soon identifies Alice’s potential as a writer and offers to read her work – a 
collaborative offer that, along with his cosmopolitanism, reveals Harding as an analogue for 
Moore himself.14 Harding is the first to explicitly suggest that for Alice, a successful 
developmental narrative depends not only on her leaving Ireland, but also developing her ability 
as a writer. In this sense, he seems to assert the necessity of artistic exile common not only to 
other Moore protagonists, but also other Irish would-be artist figures.15 He predicts her trajectory 
as follows: 
 “I am sorry you are going away: I am afraid we shall never meet again.” 
“Oh, yes, we shall,” he replied: “you’ll get married one of these days and come and live 
in London.” 
“Why should I go to live in London?” 
“Watch life as it flows and breaks about us: do you not see that man’s moral temperament 
leads him sooner or later back to his connatural home? And we must not confuse home 
with the place of our birth. There are Frenchmen born in England, Englishmen born in 
France. Heine was a Frenchman born in Germany – and you are a Kensingtonian. I see 
                                                
14 See Heilmann and Llewellyn, George Moore: Collaboration and Influence on Moore’s history 
of collaboration with aspiring women writers, including assistance in revising and publishing 
their work. 
15 See for example Gregory Castle’s reading of Stephen Dedalus’ (temporary, failed) exile as an 
attempt to recover classical, aesthetico-spiritual Bildung in Reading the Modernist 
Bildungsroman. 
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nothing Irish in you. You will drift to your native place – Kensington. Your tastes will 
bring you there; you’ll be writing novels one of these days in Kensington, I wouldn’t 
mind betting.” 
“I don’t like you to laugh at me.” 
“I assure you I am not laughing at you. Have you not promised me to try your hand at an 
article or two and a short story, which I am going to get published for you?” (DM 198) 
Although Alice is aware that she and Harding will not marry, she nonetheless fears his eventual 
departure will close off the alternative he has provided to the “lonely monotony of girl-life that 
would again close in upon her.” (DM 204) Instead, after returning to Galway, she begins to 
channel her energies into her writing, undertaking a kind of aesthetic education in earnest. 
 While Alice’s burgeoning aesthetic education suggests another avenue of self-cultivation 
and development that might lead her to something resembling classical Bildung, the nature of her 
writing suggests instead another means to achieving pragmatic, socially-oriented Bildung 
(which, as we have seen above, she cannot achieve via the Dublin marriage market). Her 
progress on her first piece, “The Diary of a Plain Girl – Notes and Sensations” is specifically 
discussed in terms of work; Alice herself soon comes to see her writing as an avenue to a socially 
productive role, an alternative to the “idleness” she dreaded as the consequence of spinsterhood. 
Notably, Moore conflates Alice’s burgeoning self-sufficiency via writing with commercialism 
rather than artistic genius or even integrity: “Au fond, the artistic question troubled her little, but 
when the first cheque came, when it fell out of the envelope into her lap, her fingers trembled, 
and, clutching the piece of paper, she went down to breakfast. Joy bubbled in her brain. To know 
that she could do something, that she would not prove a drag, a hindrance upon the wheel of life, 
was an effervescent delight.” (DM 233, emphasis mine) 
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 Moore goes on to emphasize further that, as Alice works industriously at her writing and 
achieves a measure of fulfillment in finding a useful, lucrative occupation without the seeming 
requisite of marriage, she is not (and will not become) a fully-fledged artist: 
[…] Alice had much to live for now. Every morning she went up to her room to write, 
and in the evenings, deaf to silly chatter and laughter, she read thoughtfully and 
industriously. She read the books she had heard Harding speak of. […] Her mind being 
simple, logical, direct – so unblinded by sidelights that it often touched, if it did not 
merge in, the commonplace – found, without difficulty, words that were at least the 
appropriate equivalents of the thoughts she wished to express: not being possessed of that 
supreme power of seeing more than one aspect of her subject, which is genius, her 
execution was as facile and sure as the conception was moderate and well balanced. […] 
Her choice of subject was always healthy and practical, and she wrote short stories and a 
newspaper unfalteringly […] And if her writings excited neither nervous surprise nor any 
subtle emotion, they did not provoke contempt by stupidity or vulgarity. She saw life 
from a normal and sensible standpoint, and her merit lay not in the peculiarity and 
keenness of her vision, but in the clearness and the common sense she infused into the 
writing, as she would have done into any other business she might have undertaken. (DM 
233; emphasis mine) 
Although Moore positions Alice for success as a writer, she is not a genius; as if to highlight the 
commercial overtones of her writing that we have seen above, Moore seems to depict her as an 
ultimately middlebrow writer. In so doing, he troubles the Künstlerroman narrative that he 
introduces with the question of Alice’s artistic development as an alternative to the marriage 
market as a path to maturity and social integration: the development Alice achieves is not 
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spiritual or aesthetic, but instead personal and social, a means to becoming a functioning 
contributor to her society. As I will discuss below, the trope of artistic exile is similarly 
problematized. As Castle observes, exile is often associated with successful Bildung in Irish 
colonial writing, but in Alice’s case, successful Bildung itself is occasion for critique.16  
  
IV. 
Harding’s predictions for Alice’s future are ultimately proven correct: near the 
conclusion of the novel, Alice eventually falls in love with a local physician, Edward Reed, and 
defying her mother’s wishes, marries him and departs for London. In spite of the consistent 
indications of forestalled development and failure to achieve Bildung that make up the bulk of 
the novel, Alice’s narrative appears that it will finally resolve itself in the form of rebellion 
against her background and a redemptive self-exile. However, the resolution of Alice’s narrative 
of development (both personal and artistic) in the novel’s concluding chapters complicate the 
redemptive nature of her self-exile by locating her in a distinctly conventional Victorian milieu 
that is placed in distinct contrast to the conditions of Ireland during the Land Agitation, 
suggesting a more ambivalent approach to both the space of England and Alice’s narrative of 
development. 
After Alice and Dr. Reed are married, they cross the countryside on their way out of 
Ireland, reflecting “half fondly, half regretfully, and wholly pitifully on all the familiar signs and 
the wild landmarks, which during so many years had grown into become part of the texture of 
their habitual thought; on things of which they would now have to wholly divest themselves, and 
remember only as the background of their young lives.” (DM 322) Moore’s presentation of the 
                                                
16 Castle, Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman, 6 
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countryside is bound up with the memory and consequences of the Land Agitation (to which 
Alice, like Moore himself, maintained an ambivalent sympathy), observing “here and there a 
dismantled cottage, one wall still black with the chimney’s smoke, uttering to those who know 
the country a tale of eviction and the consequent horrors: despair, hunger, revenge, and death.” 
(DM 322) As the sweeping panorama of the countryside moves inward to the homes and 
perspectives of the landlords, Moore implies a restoration of the rural status quo after the 
dissolution of the Land League:  
And above all these, sweeping along the crests of the hills, are long lines of beautiful 
plantations, and, looking past the great gateways and the outlying fir-woods, between the 
masses of the beeches you can see the white Martello-tower-like houses of the landlords. 
Alice and Edward knew them all, could as they passed away from them for ever see the 
furniture in their rooms, catch the intonation of their voices, understand their enthusiasm 
for the Coercion Acts. Writs could now be served, the land-hunger was as keen as ever, 
and the farms of evicted tenants could be relet without difficulty or danger. (DM 322)  
Moore’s pairing of Alice’s departure with the dissolution of the Land League is significant: as 
Alice abandons Ireland in order to achieve a complete kind of social integration, the parallel 
presentation of the Land League’s dissolution suggests a meta-narrative of stalled development 
on a national, historical scale.  
 As if to further drive home the parallel strains of stalled and soon-to-be completed 
development, Alice and Dr. Reed encounter an eviction in progress. While they opt to pay the 
tenants’ arrears and stop the eviction, the landlord’s agents immediately make the futility of the 
couple’s gesture clear, laughing, “’There are plinty more of them over the hill on whom he can 
exercoise his charity if he should feel so disposed!’ ‘It would save us a dale of throuble and 
   
 57 
ixpense if he would; but to whom do we go next? Mick Flanagan! Where does he live?’” (DM 
323) As “half a dozen peasants” eagerly volunteer to show the agents where to find the next 
tenants, the scene closes with Dr. Reed’s reflections:  
“[…] Is it possible that those wretched hirelings, so ready to betray, so eager to lick the 
hand that smites them, are the same men whom we saw two years ago united by one 
thought, organised by one determination to resist the oppressor, marching firmly to 
nationhood? And when one thinks of the high hopes and noble ambitions that were 
lavished for the redemption of these base creatures one is disposed to admit in despair the 
fatality of all human effort, and, hearkening to the pessimist, concede with a 
Mephistophelean grin that all here is vileness and degradation.” (DM 324)  
Dr. Reed exhibits a seeming frustration with the dissolution of the Land League and the 
reestablishment of the status quo of landlordism, thus reinforcing the notion that he and Alice are 
escaping a social scene in which development is inevitably stalled, yet the paternalistic tenor of 
his words and actions are troubling, especially as its payoff appears to be an opportunity for the 
couple to become “absorbed in the contemplation of a happiness which seemed to them 
immeasurable” (DM 324). 
 The scene then shifts abruptly to a review of Alice’s married life in suburban London, 
two years after her departure from Ireland. This scene, which concludes the novel, dramatizes a 
curious tension between Alice’s achievement of a mature social role and ambivalence about the 
bourgeois metropolitan space in which she has achieved it, undermining the notion of an artistic 
self-exile. The initial picture of suburban London we are presented with seems to suggest that, by 
repositioning herself in terms of late Victorian respectability, Alice has achieved the 
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developmental ends of the female Bildungsroman that Moore has repeatedly insisted would not 
have been available to her in Ireland:  
[…] the suburban home […] arises before the reader in all its yellow paint and homely 
vulgarity. Here you find the ten-roomed house with all its special characteristics. […] 
The drawing-room has two windows, and the slender balcony is generally set with 
flower-boxes. Above that come the two windows of the best bedroom belonging to Mr. 
and Mrs., and above that again the windows of two small rooms, respectively inhabited 
by the eldest son and daughter; and these are topped by the mock-Elizabethan gable 
which enframes the tiny window of a servant’s room. (DM 324-325)  
Interestingly, Moore conveys Alice’s new domestic life by way of her home and its 
characteristics; we learn little about her children or the character of her marriage beyond what 
the layout of this suburban home suggests, implying that her situation is now so conventional 
there is little that needs to be told. Similarly, we see via Alice’s study that she has achieved some 
degree of professional success as a writer: the “pile of MSS. neatly fastened together […] in one 
corner” suggests her productivity. (DM 327) As Heilmann and de Pablos have recently pointed 
out, Alice at the end of the novel appears to have become a version of the New Woman who has 
tempered professional success with domestic success: we find her completing her housekeeping 
tasks and spending time with her son before sitting down to write her novels (we also learn that 
she regularly hosts a sort of literary salon for women novelists).17 The domestic milieu Moore 
presents us with at the end of the novel suggests that moving from the colonial periphery to the 
metropole was a necessary move for Alice to achieve not only a mature social role in the guise of 
marriage and motherhood, but also professional success as a novelist. This account, however, is 
                                                
17 See Heilmann and de Pablos, “Alice Barton: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young (New) 
Woman?” 
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heavily tempered by the ambivalence of Moore’s narrator regarding the metropole and the moral 
attitudes it underwrites. Moore’s narrator has already insinuated that Alice’s writing does not 
necessarily have great artistic value; while in Ireland she finds herself writing ten hours a day to 
accumulate money, suggesting a kind of participation in capitalist modernity. When Moore does 
describe her writing, he emphasizes that even if it “excite[s] neither nervous surprise nor any 
subtle emotion, [it does] not provoke contempt by stupidity or vulgarity. She saw life from a 
normal and sensible standpoint, and her merit lay not in the keenness of her vision, but in the 
clearness and common sense she infused into the writing” (DM 233), further suggesting that 
Moore casts her writing in the terms of middlebrow, commercial fiction rather than high art. In a 
sense, then, Alice’s achievement of a mature social role seems to simultaneously require 
incomplete artistic development, trading what Castle refers to as aesthetico-spiritual Bildung for 
a compromised socially pragmatic Bildung. 
 While Moore has to this point suggested that abandoning her subject position in the 
colonial periphery to resolve her narrative in the space of the metropole and in terms of suburban 
respectability is Alice’s way out of a trajectory of stalled or deferred development, the resolution 
of Alice’s narrative is rendered problematic in two important ways. The first is the sharp relief 
into which the conclusion throws the Irish narrative: the panorama of Ashbourne Crescent occurs 
immediately after the eviction scene, underscoring the metropolitan-colonial divide at play. More 
explicit is Moore’s association of Ashbourne Crescent with a crass, bourgeois materialism that 
runs parallel to his ambivalence about Alice’s writing. He is quick to point out the uncultured, 
mass-market character of the neighborhood: “Each house has a pair of trim stone pillars, the 
crude green of the Venetian blinds jars the cultured eye, and even the tender green of the foliage 
in the crescent seems as cheap and as common as if it had been bought – as everything else is in 
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Ashbourne Crescent – at the Stores.” (DM 325) Moore extends this critique of the London 
suburb’s affinity for middlebrow, mass culture to a kind of bourgeois complacency: “In 
Ashbourne Crescent there is neither Dissent nor Radicalism, but general aversion to all 
considerations which might disturb belief in all the routine of existence, in all its temporal and 
spiritual aspects, as it had come amongst them.” (DM 325) 
 Moore’s critique becomes more ambivalent as he acknowledges that the political and 
ethical complacency he associates with the residents of Ashbourne Crescent runs parallel to that 
of the more well-to-do Dubliners and landlord families participating in the marriage market; 
however, that acknowledgment nonetheless calls attention to the way uneven development 
informs both kinds of complacency:  
To some this air of dull well-to-do-ness may seem as intolerable, as obscene in its way as 
the look of melancholy silliness which the Dubliners and their dirty city wear so 
unintermittently. One is the inevitable decay which must precede an outburst of national 
energy; the other is the smug optimism, that fund of materialism, on which a nation lives, 
and which in truth represents the bulwarks wherewith civilisation defends itself against 
those sempiternal storms which, like atmospheric convulsions, by destroying, renew the 
tired life of man […] but it is certainly now, in all its cheapness and vulgarity, more than 
anything else representative […] of the genius of Empire that has been glorious through 
the long tale that nine hundred years have to tell. (DM 325-326)  
Moore performs an interesting, if subtle, reversal of the uneven logics of development that have 
governed the novel up to this point. His prediction of an “outburst of national energy” in Ireland 
seems to ameliorate the abortive development of national consciousness he identifies in the 
eviction scene, while he suggests that the “smug optimism” and “fund of materialism” – what 
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Moore refers to as “typical England” (DM 326) – are markers of national stagnation as well as 
stability. In this light, Moore’s seeming praise of “the genius of Empire” takes on a distinct edge.  
As if to re-emphasize, however, that this “typical England” is the only environment in 
which Moore’s heroines might find an alternative to stalled development, Moore ends the novel 
with the unexpected arrival of Olive, who complains that she cannot remain at home: “I know I 
shall never be married, and the perpetual trying to make up matches is sickening. Mamma will 
insist on riches, position and all that sort of thing – those kind of men don’t want to get married – 
I am sick of going out, I will not go out anymore.” (DM 328) Alice offers her sister an alternative 
to the Dublin marriage market, suggesting she come to live with her. In reinscribing Alice’s (and 
Olive’s) narrative of development in this Victorian milieu, and by implication indicating that it is 
the only one in which such a narrative can satisfactorily resolve itself, Moore also interrogates 
the conventional Bildungsroman narrative as it is utilized by the English realist novel. Even 
before his return to Ireland in 1901 to participate in the Irish Literary Revival, then, Moore 
arguably explores the limitations of the novel form and raises the possibilities of an alternative 
Irish realism.  
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Chapter 2: Irish Cultural Nationalism, Symbolism, and the Limits of Idealism 
 
 
 The artistic career of W.B. Yeats is generally understood in terms of a long 
developmental arc with distinct phases: where the early career is marked by aestheticized 
romanticism, an anti-realist bent, and a distinct interest in the supernatural as it appears in Irish 
mythology and folklore, the later Yeats is noted for his turn back to more realistic form and 
subject matter in response to his own experience of aging and bodily decay. His evolving artistic 
phases, given his rise to prominence in the Irish Literary Revival and its official manifestations 
such as the Abbey Theatre, also had the potential for dispersal into the emergent Irish literary 
and cultural nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This chapter 
examines in detail the early phases of Yeats’ career in order to explore the nature of his shifting 
relationship to forms such as realism and Symbolism, and how that shifting relationship 
reverberated through Irish cultural nationalism and helped to set the terms of a debate over the 
resources of native and international literary forms for the Revival. Through a closer examination 
of Yeats’ early period, I argue, we can identify the beginnings of Yeats’ turn away from 
Symbolism relatively early in his career. As Yeats’ understanding of what constitutes realism 
evolved thanks to conversation with other writers more sympathetic to the aims of realism, he 
begins to demonstrate a conflicted understanding of the aesthetic and sociopolitical limits of 
French Symbolism as an influence on the early Revival.  
I proceed from the following questions: What perceptions predominated regarding 
realism – its formal qualities as well as its sociopolitical and national baggage – among early 
Revival writers? What alternative aesthetic and sociopolitical resources did French Symbolism 
represent in the development of a cultural nationalism during the Irish Literary Revival? I want 
to suggest that scholars have largely overlooked the potential for realism as an active influence 
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on Revival writers for several reasons: the decidedly anti-realist stance of major Revival figures 
such as Yeats; a tendency to associate realism with Englishness and by extension the British 
colonial project (a tendency shared by some Revival writers as well as scholars to come later); 
and the romanticized idealism of early Revival writing. Taken together, I argue that these 
currents in early Revival writing as well as contemporary scholarship have caused us to overlook 
the strains of realism that influenced Irish cultural nationalism during and after the Revival. 
Scholars have identified French Symbolism as another trans-channel literary influence that, 
though foreign, appears more amenable to the goals of Irish cultural nationalism. As an 
alternative to realism (and therefore Englishness), Symbolism informs a nativist Irish cultural 
nationalism that is identified variously as romantic or idealistic.1 Through an examination of how 
writers such as Yeats understood and actively adapted Symbolism as an aesthetic and political 
resource for the Irish Revival, and the countervailing influences of realist strains in the early 
Revival and the reception of Symbolist-inflected literature among Irish audiences, I argue that 
we can identify a nascent (and often frustrated) realist impulse in the early Revival. 
 
I. Englishness, materialism, and the conditions for realism in Ireland 
The basis for the scholarly oversight (or outright rejection) of realism as a current in the 
Irish Revival stems in part from an implicit conflation of realism with not only Englishness, but 
also a set of pejorative associations that apply to literary realism as a form and its assumed 
English audiences. Terry Eagleton argues that Irish literature virtually leapt from romanticism to 
                                                
1 Critics roughly contemporary to Yeats observed the interrelated nature of Symbolism, idealism, 
and Romanticism. In his early study of Symbolist writing, Axel’s Castle, Edmund Wilson argues 
that Symbolism and aestheticism were “not merely a degeneration or an elaboration of 
Romanticism, but rather a counterpart to it, a second flood of the same tide.” (1-2) Similarly, he 
argues Romanticism functioned as a revolt against scientific or mechanistic ideas, an anti-realist 
revolt that is echoed in the rise of the French Symbolists and Decadents. (3, 6) 
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modernism, claiming that the writing of the Irish Revival is “programmatically non-
representational”.2 Joe Cleary argues that Revival literature rejected the codes of (mimetic) 
British social realism, claiming that the Revival drew energy from a “wider modernising drive”.3 
Realism is thus associated with modernity in some narrow sense, yet Cleary simultaneously 
argues that both the Anglo-Irish intelligentsia and the Catholic middle class valorized an “anti-
modern” Irishness in resistance to British modernity: “Irish culture, in short, was defined in 
terms that insisted on its supposed spiritual superiority to the crass materialism and philistine 
utilitarianism associated with English industrial modernity.”4 It is important to highlight the 
cultural markers Cleary uses here to mark British modernity; as I will discuss below, Yeats tends 
to implicitly associate qualities such as materialism, utilitarianism, and a crass middle-class 
sensibility with English realism and its audiences. Similarly, David Lloyd identifies middle-class 
culture as an implicit component of realism that informed Revival writers’ ambivalence towards 
realism as an aesthetic resource. Importantly, Lloyd attributes this wariness to some of the most 
publicly visible and influential Revival writers, including Yeats, John Millington Synge, and 
Douglas Hyde. For these writers, Lloyd argues, the notion of an Irish middle class presents the 
threat of a commercialized Irish culture.5  It appears, then, that scholars such as Cleary have 
followed Yeats in rejecting realism as an influence in Revival writing due to its interdependent 
aesthetic and national associations. Moreover, because discussions of realism in the scholarly 
literature and among Revival writers themselves are often concerned with realism’s association 
with England, it becomes clear that any debate about realism in the Irish Revival is imbricated in 
debates about the value of international literary influences in a cultural nationalist movement. 
                                                
2 Terry Eagleton, Heathcliff and the Great Hunger, 13 
3 Joe Cleary, Literature, Partition, and the Nation-State, 66-67 
4 Ibid., 66 
5 David Lloyd, Anomalous States, 133 
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In his autobiographical writing, Yeats himself recalls and confirms his early anti-realist 
stance, often in ways that conflate his opposition to realism with an opposition to 
commercialism, middle-class concerns, and international influence in any Irish national 
literature. The autobiographies (in addition to his dramatic criticism and other prose nonfiction) 
are particularly useful in tracing not only the trajectory of Yeats’ stance towards realism, but 
specifically how he understood realism. Yeats’ account of his early artistic development during 
the 1890s and the years leading to the Irish Literary Revival in The Trembling of the Veil is 
especially illustrative in its tracing not only of his early understanding of realism, but also the 
conflict that emerges between realism and Symbolist priorities later in his career. The first two 
books of the autobiographical piece, “Four Years: 1887-1891” and “Ireland after Parnell”, 
delineate the terms of Yeats’ opposition to realism as the Irish Revival began to take shape, even 
as it indexes contradictions in his approach that help to inform a later reassessment of realism’s 
resources. 
For the Yeats of “Four Years”, “realism” functions as an umbrella term for 19th-century 
scientific materialism, commercialism, a distasteful emphasis on subject in art, and politicized 
rhetoric or argument; this broad conception of realism is embodied throughout the text in the 
triple bogeyman of Tyndall, Huxley, and Bastien-Lepage. Dissatisfaction with realistic art 
manifests in Yeats’ recollection of his father’s own artistic career; he recalls his father’s shift 
away from “poetic” Pre-Raphaelitism as the work of French realist painters such as Bastien-
Lepage gained popularity in Britain.6 The younger Yeats develops a hatred for the realists’ 
“contempt for the past”  (A 114), a hatred that informs his early thinking. Yeats highlights the 
                                                
6 Yeats returns to the analogy of Pre-Raphaelitism and French realism for literary romanticism 
and realism in Dramatis Personae 1896-1902 [1935] in order to take potshots at George Moore, 
likening the effect of Moore on his own writing to the decline in his father’s art occasioned by 
his turn to French realist painting. (A 322-323) 
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representational and deeply historical aspects of this bourgeoning realism: “I had seen the change 
coming bit by bit and its defence elaborated by young men fresh from the Paris art schools. ‘We 
must paint what is in front of us’, or ‘A man must be of his own time’, they would say, and if I 
spoke of Blake or Rossetti they would point out his bad drawing and tell me to admire Carolus 
Duran and Bastien-Lepage.” (A 114) Realistic art, then, is temporally specific and engaged with 
its particular historical moment in addition to its interest in documentary representation. 
Yeats’ account of his early engagement with Young Ireland in Book II, “Ireland after 
Parnell”, reveals additional components of his understanding of realism. As he engages with 
Young Ireland nationalists and would-be artists, politics and rhetoric emerge as additional – and 
problematic – aspects of a broader sense of realism that threatens to overtake the early Revival. 
While the threat initially appears as “a nation unified by political doctrine alone, a subservient art 
and letters aiding and abetting”, (A 172) Yeats quickly links such a politically contingent art to 
the influence of 19th-century realisms: “The movement of thought which had, in the ‘fifties and 
‘forties in Paris and London and Boston, filled literature, and especially poetical literature, with 
curiosities about science, about history, about politics, with moral purpose and educational 
fervour – abstractions all – had created a new instrument for Irish politics, a method of writing 
that took its personal style from Campbell, Scott, Macaulay, and Béranger, with certain elements 
from Gaelic, its prose style – in John Mitchel, the only Young Ireland prose-writer who had a 
style at all – from Carlyle.” (A 172) Political “abstraction”, the product of realism, emerges as a 
threat to early Irish cultural nationalism in Yeats’ account. 
The notion of “abstraction” or “generalization” appears frequently throughout The 
Trembling of the Veil in conjunction with Yeats’ general anti-realist stance. This set of terms 
appears antithetical to a notion of representational or scientific realism on its face, yet Yeats 
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frequently associates those elements of realism he uses in a pejorative sense with the notion of 
abstraction. As he perceives the arts moving towards a problematic representational and 
historical realism, he identifies a corresponding “age of abstraction” that signals a movement 
away from imaginative and aesthetic authenticity. As Yeats recalls in “Four Years”, his early art 
is characterized by a fruitless struggle against such abstraction: “I generalized a great deal and 
was ashamed of it. I thought it was my business in life to be an artist and a poet, and that there 
could be no business comparable to that. […] I began to pray that my imagination might 
somehow be rescued from abstraction and become as preoccupied with life as had been the 
imagination of Chaucer. For ten or twelve years more I suffered continual remorse, and only 
became content when my abstractions had composed themselves into picture and dramatization. 
My very remorse helped to spoil my early poetry, giving it an element of sentimentality through 
my refusal to permit it any share of an intellect which I considered impure.” (A 163; emphasis 
mine) Importantly, however, he notes that he does eventually turn to generalizations (recall that 
he writes “Four Years” in 1922), “that have since become the foundation of all I have done, or 
shall do, in Ireland.” (A 163)  
Yeats’ construction of realism as a vehicle for abstraction and materialism is also linked 
with a distance from a shared national imaginative tradition – what he refers to elsewhere in The 
Trembling of the Veil as “Unity of Culture” – a distance that manifests as a tendency to gather 
imaginative material from disparate national traditions.7 While the problematic association of 
England with realism is self-evident, the identification of the realism and “generalization” of the 
1840s and 1850s with France and America suggests any sort of international influence in Irish 
                                                
7 Yeats’ position on “Unity of Culture” evolves over time; by the time covered in Book IV (“The 
Tragic Generation”), he comes to a realization that “Unity of Culture” is impossible in his time: 
“[…] but this much at any rate is certain – the dream of my early manhood, that a modern nation 
can return to Unity of Culture, is false”. (A 229) 
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cultural nationalism is at this point distasteful to Yeats insofar as it dilutes a national imaginative 
“unity”. As I will discuss below, Yeats’ early association with Arthur Symons and other 
members of the Rhymers’ Club helped him to conceive of French Symbolism as a potential way 
to access a kind of cultural “unity”, yet he remained wary even of this form’s foreign origins: 
“Arthur Symons brought back from Paris stories [of] Verhaeren and Maeterlinck, and so brought 
me confirmation, as I thought, and I began to announce a poetry like that of the Sufis. I could not 
endure, however, an international art, picking stories and symbols where it pleased.” (A 166)   
During the early years of the Irish Literary Theatre and the Abbey Theatre, Yeats 
maintains this association of realism with crass political or moral content at the cost of 
imaginative authenticity, as well as commercialism and a cosmopolitanism that manifests as a 
bricolage of national traditions. However, as the turn back to abstraction above suggests, this 
anti-realist impulse becomes moderated as Yeats begins to draw finer distinctions between 
realism in England and in other nations. In an article titled “An Irish National Theatre” in the 
1903 edition of Samhain, Yeats considers the need for a national theater “that will reflect the life 
of Ireland as the Scandinavian theatre reflects the Scandinavian life.” (IDM 32-33) This 
statement is significant not only in its implicit approval of realists such as Ibsen, but also in its 
calling for a theater with a representational emphasis, one that reflects Irish national life. 
Similarly, Yeats recapitulates his complaints about the commercial nature of realism in a 
subsequent edition of Samhain the following year, yet he is more careful to associate this 
pejorative version of realism more specifically with England: “It is easy for us to hate England in 
this country, and we give that hatred something of nobility if we turn it now and again into 
hatred of the vulgarity of commercial syndicates, of all that commercial finish and pseudo-art she 
has done so much to cherish”, simultaneously decrying the distance of the English theatre from 
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life. (IDM 44-45) Statements such as these, emerging in Yeats’ prose around 1900, suggest a 
more complicated stance towards both realism and international influence in an Irish cultural 
nationalism than his early anti-realist stance might suggest. As I will discuss at greater length 
below, it is likely that this more complicated stance derives from a reassessment of his use of 
Symbolism’s resources, but it is worth noting that Yeats’ seemingly contradictory statements 
about the usefulness of realist tropes in his autobiographical and critical prose suggest he works 
– at least early in his career – from a relatively limited definition of realism’s formal attributes 
and national associations. While Yeats is never perfectly consistent in his opinions of the value 
(or nature) of realism at any one point in his career, I argue that the limited conception of realism 
characteristic of his early career creates the possibility for a reassessment of Yeats’ stance 
towards realism (a sort of realist-Symbolist conversation) at the time of the early Abbey Theatre. 
Taken together, the identification of realism with Englishness, middle-class culture, 
commercialism, and materialism has led to readings that the aesthetic and cultural components of 
any literary realism were incompatible with writing at the time of the Irish Revival. While the 
association of Englishness with realism is a clear point of political contention, other international 
influences were more readily incorporated into Revival writing. To adopt any foreign aesthetic 
models in the Irish Literary Revival was a fraught proposition due to Ireland’s semicolonial 
status and the problem of what has been called its “bi-cultural situation”.8 Noreen Doody argues 
that this bi-cultural situation led to anxieties about identity, as the transposition of a colonizer’s 
culture cannot happen without some level of tacit consent from the native population.9 Yeats 
himself makes a far more emphatic case for guarding against any foreign aesthetic currents in the 
                                                
8 See Noreen Doody, “Yeats and Wilde: Nation and Identity, Ground for Influence”, in P.J. 
Mathews (ed.), New Voices in Irish Criticism, 27 
9 Ibid. 
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Revival. In his defense of the value of Irish folklore in the “By the Roadside” section (dated 
1901) of The Celtic Twilight, he accuses those working with foreign literary resources of 
undermining Irish imaginative tradition: “Those who are Irish and would spread foreign ways, 
which, for all but a few, are ways of spiritual poverty, take part also.” (CT 154) Not only is non-
Irish art spiritually and imaginatively lacking (for Yeats, the two qualities are largely 
interdependent), but those Irish writers who would deal in such art are cast as artistic and 
national traitors. Likening the effort to revive Irish folk tradition in the face of foreign literary 
influence to “the quarrel of Galilee”, he claims “[their] part is with those who were of Jewry, and 
yet cried out, ‘If thou let this man go thou are not Caesar’s friend.’” (CT 154) Yeats’ use of 
Biblical metaphor, in addition to lending some gravity to his accusations, insinuates that those 
Irish writers who favor foreign literary forms over resuscitating an Irish folk past are effectively 
in league with occupying and colonizing forces, insofar as they align themselves with a 
metaphorical Caesar. And yet, as I will discuss below, Yeats (among other Irish Revival writers) 
found considerable aesthetic resources in French Symbolism in his early career and brought its 
influence with him to the early Irish Revival, to the extent that some of his contemporaries 
recognized him as French Symbolism’s Irish exponent. Given the importance of French 
Symbolism to early Revival writers in spite of such anxiety about (and outright hostility to) 
foreign influence in the Revival, it is therefore useful to examine what resources this particular 
trans-channel literary movement offered in the view of Revival writers.  
 
II. Evading Englishness: French Symbolism and the early Revival 
The enthusiasm for Symbolism among several major Irish writers beginning in the 1890s 
is generally well documented. Noreen Doody notes that both Wilde and the young Yeats 
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participated enthusiastically with the Symbolist movement in Paris, though Wilde’s interest 
preceded Yeats’ and likely helped to spark Yeats’ own interest in Symbolism.10 In particular, 
Salomé proved influential on Yeats’ early and middle work; Doody argues that Yeats revised 
several of his plays, including The Shadowy Waters, On Baile’s Strand, and Deirdre following 
the first productions of Salomé, while Yeats’ return to London from Paris in 1894 coincided with 
the first English publication of Salomé.11 In arguing for Wilde’s influence on the younger Yeats, 
Doody also notes Yeats’ fascination with Wilde’s identity-building techniques and his attempts 
to emulate them.12 As I will discuss below, Yeats’ early critical and autobiographical writing on 
Symbolist writing suggested an admiration for and even emulation of the aristocratic components 
of Symbolism; arguably, the identity-building Yeats inherited from Wilde extended to an attempt 
to adopt the aristocratic stances of such French Symbolists as Villiers de l’Isle-Adam. Yeats 
brings this aristocratic stance with him as he returns to Ireland and positions himself as a leader 
of the Irish Revival. Therefore, when considering the role of Symbolism in Yeats’ own artistic 
self-fashioning and his promotion of the movement in the broader Revival, it is important to 
recognize that he seems to have understood Symbolism as not only an aesthetic movement, but 
also as a set of social (and corresponding spiritual) values.  
 The reception of French Symbolism among English audiences, too, may have informed 
its appeal for Yeats and other early proponents of an Irish cultural nationalism. Despite its 
proponents among poets of the English Rhymers Club, such as Arthur Symons, Symbolism was 
not popular in England; Noreen Doody argues for the possibility that the Lord Chamberlain’s 
                                                
10 Noreen Doody, “An Influential Involvement: Wilde, Yeats, and the French Symbolists”, in 
Alan Gillis and Aaron Kelly (eds.), Critical Ireland: New Essays in Literature and Culture, 49 
11 Ibid., 48-49 
12 Doody, “Yeats and Wilde: Nation and Identity, Ground for Influence”, 32-33 
   
 72 
decision to ban performances of Salomé in England stemmed from its Symbolist features.13 If 
Symbolism was viewed in some way incompatible with the tastes (or, broadly speaking, the 
character) of English audiences, it may have carried particular appeal for those working towards 
a literature aimed at distinguishing Irish particularities from British influences. As I will discuss 
below, Yeats’ own writing on Symbolist drama locate its appeal not only in its distance from 
British literary culture, but also its distance from a certain “materialism”. Given we have seen 
“materialism” associated with British literary modes such as classic realism, Symbolism 
embodied a trans-channel aesthetic resource that bypassed politically problematic associations 
with both Englishness and realism. Moreover, it is important to note the implicit association 
Yeats and others at this period draw between British tastes and the various pejorative qualities 
they attribute to realism, such as materialism and bourgeois complacency.  
 Despite Yeats’ early investment in Symbolism, however, it is generally acknowledged 
that he turned away from Symbolism and back towards the real (if not becoming a proponent of 
realism as such) in his later career; The Tower [1928] is commonly identified with this turn back 
to the real. Critics have attempted to delineate Yeats’ aesthetic “phases” since the early 1930s; 
for example, Edmund Wilson points out that Yeats begins to demonstrate dissatisfaction with 
“Romantic rhetoric and Symbolistic mistiness” around the turn of the twentieth century.14 
Wilson further argues that Yeats begins to “dip” away from Symbolism as early as his 
completion of The Green Helmet in 191215, while identifying a “third phase” that is “closer to 
the common world than at any other period” sometime around the publication of The Tower.16  
                                                
13 See Doody, “An Influential Involvement”, 50 
14 Edmund Wilson, Axel’s Castle, 29 
15 Ibid., 34 
16 Ibid., 61 
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 While Yeats’ turn away from Symbolism has been long acknowledged, the factors that 
informed that turn remain debatable. Multiple explanations have been offered for this turn, 
ranging from Yeats’ attempts to come to terms with the bodily effects of aging to the violent 
agitations that led to the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922. David Lloyd, for example, 
discusses the importance of the later Yeats’ awareness that militant nationalism has absorbed and 
displaced cultural nationalism, suggesting that Yeats’ realistic turn can be attributed to his 
addressing the consequences of militant nationalism’s triumph.17 The later poetry, Lloyd argues, 
subjects acts of foundation to examination in a set of aesthetic terms antithetical to Symbolism.18  
What Lloyd leaves open in this analysis is what this new set of aesthetic terms entails: Could a 
set of terms antithetical to Symbolism include a reconsideration of realist representation?  
 Yeats’ account of his early career in The Trembling of the Veil exhibits a similar 
uncertainty about the value of Symbolism relative to realism. In particular, Book IV (“The 
Tragic Generation”) features an increasing uncertainty relative to the strongly anti-realist 
positions of the previous books I have discussed above. In particular, the increasing prominence 
of realistic dramatists such as Bernard Shaw and Henrik Ibsen spurred internal conflict on Yeats’ 
part, even a certain reassessment of his previous anti-realist positions. Yeats opens Book IV with 
an account of his attendance at a performance of A Doll’s House after his return to London. The 
English theatregoers surrounding him are, he observes, underwhelmed: “In the middle of the first 
act, while the heroine was asking for macaroons, a middle-aged washerwoman who sat in front 
of me stood up and said to the little boy at her side, ‘Tommy, if you promise to go home straight, 
we will go now’; and at the end of the play, as I wandered through the entrance fall, I heard an 
elderly critic murmur, ‘A series of conversations terminated by an accident.’” (A 219)  Perhaps 
                                                
17 See Lloyd, Anomalous States, 60 
18 Ibid. 
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predictably, Yeats reports that he “hated the play; what was it but Carolus Duran, Bastien-
Lepage, Huxley and Tyndall all over again? I resented being invited to admire dialogue so close 
to modern educated speech that music and style were impossible.” (A 219) However, the 
unfavorable response of the bourgeois English public to Ibsen’s realism leaves Yeats “divided in 
mind” (A 219), having discovered a realistic drama that is perhaps as oppositional as his own 
romanticism: 
‘Art is art because it is not nature’, I kept repeating to myself, but how could I take the 
same side with critic and washerwoman? As time passed Ibsen became in my eyes the 
chosen author of very clever young journalists, who, condemned to their treadmill of 
abstraction, hated music and style; and yet neither I nor my generation could escape him 
because, though we had not the same friends, we had not the same enemies. (A 219) 
 Yeats reacted similarly to Shaw and his historically engaged realistic drama. He 
recognizes that Shaw’s realism emerges from his engagement with his historical moment; 
referencing the lunar system from A Vision, he claims Shaw refused the “exile” of the Rhymers’ 
Club because he had “no true quarrel with his time, its moon and his almost exactly coincide. He 
is quite content to exchange Narcissus and his Pool for the signal-box at a railway junction, 
where goods and travellers pass perpetually upon their logical glittering road.” (A 229) He 
remains conflicted about the aesthetic value of Shaw’s work nonetheless; at a performance of 
Arms and the Man, he listened with “admiration and hatred. It seemed to me inorganic, logical 
straightness and not the crooked road of life, yet I stood aghast before its energy as to-day before 
that of the Stone Drill by Mr. Epstein or of some design by Mr. Wyndham Lewis.” (A 221-222) 
 Meanwhile, Yeats observes the gradual dissolution of the Rhymers’ Club, noting what 
appears to be a certain artistic sterility that is the result of their rejection of the temporal world 
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and willingness to exchange verse for common speech. Considering the influence of Rossetti and 
Pater on the group’s aestheticism, “I began to wonder if it, or the attitude of mind of which it was 
the noblest expression, had not caused the disaster of my friends.” (A 235) Having descended 
into a dry traditionalism in their insistence on “claiming the whole past of literature for our 
authority”, Yeats begins to question the Rhymers’ aestheticism: 
Why should men who spoke their opinions in low voices, as though they feared to disturb 
the readers in some ancient library, and timidly as though they knew that all subjects had 
long since been explored, all questions long since decided in books whereon the dust 
settled, live lives of such disorder and seek to rediscover in verse the syntax of impulsive 
common life? Was it that we lived in what is called ‘an age of transition’ and so lacked 
coherence, or did we but pursue antithesis? (A 235-236) 
Thus, even at this markedly early point in Yeats’ career, in what is commonly considered his 
Symbolist period, uncertainties about his strongly anti-realist position already begin to emerge. 
How does this ambivalence, then, inform Yeats’ work as he returns to Ireland and turns his 
attention more closely to Irish subjects? Through a closer examination of the period associated 
with and shortly after Yeats’ involvement with Symbolism, including the early years of the Irish 
Literary Theatre, I argue that we can locate the beginnings of Yeats’ turn back to the real earlier 
than the years leading to the establishment of the Irish Free State and the publication of The 
Tower, before militant nationalism overtakes cultural nationalism. In this sense, I follow Wilson 
in his identifying the start of a “dip” away from Symbolism circa 1912. However, I want to 
explore how Yeats’ evolving relationship to and understanding of realism as a form and literary 
discourse not only informed his increasingly ambivalent sense of Symbolism’s value, but also 
reverberated in the work of writers with whom he was in conversation. 
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 The beginnings of a self-reflective consideration of Symbolism’s limitations occur earlier 
with Yeats’ own attempts to deal with Irish local particularity through the lens of a Symbolism-
inflected cultural nationalism, as well as his interactions with realistic writers in the early 
Revival. Even as Yeats and realistic participants in the Revival such as Edward Martyn and 
George Moore explicitly debate the place of a realist impulse in an Irish cultural nationalism 
whose dominant players promote a romanticized, idealist vision, the literary output of the early 
Revival dramatizes anxieties about the tension between a (Symbolist-influenced) romanticism 
and nascent Irish realism. 
 
Through an examination of Yeats’ early prose work, we can locate a specific discussion 
of what both Symbolism and, by contrast, realism represented for the early Revival. In this early 
work, Yeats often defines that which is realistic (and, by extension, English) against that which is 
Symbolist and idealistic. This section will explore how Yeats’ early poetry and prose works 
towards a model of the resources of both Symbolism and of realism. By extension, we might also 
identify the grounds for resisting realism’s potential influence in Revival writing or Irish cultural 
work in general.  
Contemporary accounts of the role of Symbolism in France as well as in the British Isles 
illustrate that Symbolism had distinct appeal as a trans-channel literary resource with a particular 
amenability to an Irish cultural nationalism, especially where it was interested in a national 
folklore tradition. In his 1931 study of the role of Symbolism and Romanticism on then-
contemporary British and Irish literature, Wilson acknowledges that Yeats was responsible for 
importing Symbolism to Ireland, and that in doing so he gained access to a more broadly 
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accessible array of symbols in the form of Irish mythology.19 In his account of Symbolism’s 
emergence in France and spread to England and Ireland (and, for that matter, across the 
Continent), Symons explicitly yokes Yeats and the Irish Revival to French Symbolism. The 
dedication to Yeats in The Symbolist Movement in Literature [1899] is careful to highlight the 
French roots of Symbolism while praising Yeats as Symbolism’s representative “in our country” 
and claiming “[Yeats’] own Irish literary movement as one of its expressions”, a move that 
simultaneously highlights the trans-channel nature of Symbolism and explicitly names the Irish 
Revival as a participant in an international literary network.20 This discussion of Symbolism as a 
transnational form, and of the Revival as a specific exponent of that form, is important insofar as 
it suggests the anxieties about foreign literary influence in the Revival may have been limited to 
more politically loaded forms such as realism, with its associations of middle-class Englishness.  
Yeats’ own writing on French Symbolist drama provides some insight into not only what 
constituted the appeal of Symbolism, but also the extent of his reassessment of Symbolism in 
later phases of his career. In 1924, Yeats composed a preface to H.P.R. Finberg’s English 
translation (published 1925) of Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Symbolist drama Axël. This preface 
functions as a retrospective of Yeats’ past endorsement of Villiers’ aestheticism (along with its 
strong aristocratic, antidemocratic implications) from the perspective of his later turn back to the 
real. The preface reveals more about what Villiers and Axël represented for Yeats and a 
generation of Symbolist poets than the play itself; recalling his first reading of the play in 1894, 
Yeats reflects that the play’s value lay not in its own literary merits, but in a broader set of 
aesthetic and philosophical associations that resonated with the young Yeats and his 
contemporaries: “It did not move me because I thought it a great masterpiece, but because it 
                                                
19 Wilson, Axel’s Castle, 28 
20 Arthur Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, v 
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seemed part of a religious rite, the ceremony perhaps of some secret Order wherein my 
generation had been initiated.” (AX 7) Yeats notes in particular how Lionel Johnson’s regard for 
life and its value echo the broader ideas of the play – that is, “as for living, our servants will do 
that for us”. These notions of ceremony and affiliation with some exclusive “order” capture the 
younger Yeats’ imagination along with Villiers’ symbols. (AX 8) From this later vantage point, 
Yeats is more circumspect about the implications of Villiers’ aesthetic model and its interest in a 
certain exclusivity and inscrutable (if imaginatively compelling) symbols. Tellingly, he describes 
his first experience reading Axël as comparable to “learned men [reading] newly-discovered 
Babylonian cylinders”, suggesting a certain illegibility inherent in the Symbolist drama, yet he 
admits those symbols continue to dominate his imagination. (AX 7-8) 
The relationship of Yeats’ interest in Axël to his writing for the Irish Revival becomes 
clear as Yeats recalls the effect of Axël on Yeats’ former Parisian circles of Symbolist poets. 
Yeats recalls a curious moral effect that would in some respects be amenable to some proponents 
of a romanticized Irish cultural nationalism (Yeats in his earlier years included): “The Latin 
Quarter had become virtuous, and notorious young women talked of their virginity. ‘Villiers de 
l’Isle-Adam,’ Rémy de Gourmont wrote, ‘has opened the doors of the unknown with a crash, and 
a generation has gone through them to the Infinite’” (AX 8). A wealthy sponsor of Axël’s 
performances stands out to Yeats for “her vehemence, her vitality” as she “paced to and fro 
kicking the floor-rugs from her, and denouncing Ibsen for his lack of morals.” (AX 9) The tenor 
of literary Paris at the time of Axël is, in Yeats’ recollection, animated by a mystical, anti-realist, 
and curiously moralistic turn, with the “intensity of religious revivals in Wales” (AX 9).21 Yeats 
                                                
21 The seemingly conservative undertone that accompanies the moralistic elements of the 
Symbolist movement as Yeats recalls it here has noteworthy parallels in the Irish Literary 
Revival. To attempt realistic writing during the Revival could lead to accusations of immorality 
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does not exempt himself from this fervor; citing his 1894 review “A Symbolical Drama in Paris”, 
Yeats finds “sentence after sentence of revivalist thoughts that leave me a little ashamed” (AX 9). 
Despite the implications of religious revival here, Yeats is arguably also using the term 
“revivalist” to evoke associations with his early work in the Irish Literary Revival, given his 
stance towards realism and skepticism about the role of the public’s support: 
I wrote that we had grown tired of the ‘photographing of life’ and ‘returned to 
symbolism’, that these realists must be compelled to follow science into the obscurity of 
the schools, that ‘the puppet plays of M. Maeterlinck have been followed by a still more 
remarkable portent […] It is nothing to the point that the general public have since shown 
that they would have none of Axel, and that the critics have denounced it … and called 
the young generation both morbid and gloomy […] and yet [the critics] have brought Dr. 
Ibsen and the intellect on to the boards, and now here comes Villiers de l’Isle-Adam and 
that still more unwholesome thing the soul.’ (AX 9-10) 
Turning from the Finberg preface to Yeats’ full review of Axël, we discover the extent to 
which Yeats’ so-called “revivalist thoughts” are linked to an opposition to realism. Yeats’ early 
anti-realist stance at the time of Axël is predicated on a view of realism as a scientific experiment 
carried out in the theatre: “The scientific movement which has swept away so many religious and 
philosophical misunderstandings of ancient truth has entered the English theatres in the shape of 
realism and Ibsenism, and is now busy playing ducks and drakes with the old theatrical 
conventions.” (322) He takes up a defensive position against such a scientific realism: “Outside 
the theatre [,] science [,] having done its work, is beginning to vanish into the obscurity of the 
                                                                                                                                                       
or indecency from some wings of Irish nationalism. Yeats, however, found himself (in the 
capacity of the public face of the Abbey Theatre) on the receiving end of such accusations of 
indecency, particularly during the Playboy riots of 1907. (See Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion 
of the riots and their implications for an early Irish realism.) 
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schools, but inside there is still so much for it to do that many forget how impermanent must be 
its influence, and how purely destructive its mission there, and write and talk as if the 
imaginative method of the great dramatists, of Kaladasa, of Sophocles, of Shakespeare, and of 
Goethe was to let its house on a lease for ever to the impassioned realisms of M. Zola and of Dr. 
Ibsen in his later style, or to the would-be realisms of Mr. Pinero or Mr. Jones. The barricades 
are up, and we have no thought for anything but our weapons – at least here in England.” (322) 
Arguing that such a scientific realist invasion has come and gone in France, Villiers and the 
young Symbolist generation have “returned by the path of symbolism to imagination and poetry, 
the only things which are ever permanent.” (323) The appeal and resources of Villiers’ 
symbolism, for Yeats, rely on their opposition to realism: the above formulation of realist writing 
characterizes it as purely scientific, anti-spiritual, and decidedly temporal in not only its content, 
but also its usefulness. Symbolism’s value lies in its purely imaginative nature and the access it 
ostensibly provides to timeless, permanent and eternal truths.   Such imaginative richness, 
however, is not amenable to English audiences and could only “bore and bewilder the natural 
man”. (325) This suggests an elitist undercurrent to Yeats’ praise of Villiers insofar as 
Symbolism is also evidently distanced from that which is common or “natural” in terms of its 
audience as well as its subject matter; note Yeats’ assumption that the “natural man” (a category 
not necessarily limited to the English audiences Yeats decries) is ill-equipped to appreciate 
Symbolism’s imaginative richness. Symons’ discussion of Villiers echoes this confluence 
between rich imaginative potential and an aristocratic distancing from the social world, 
characterizing his “nobility of soul” as continuous with his aristocratic “pride of race”. (Symons 
37-39) Taken together with the notions of exclusivity implicit in Yeats’ earlier belief that 
Villiers, and Symbolism in general, offered initiation into “some secret Order”, we may infer that 
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whatever resources Symbolism had to offer to the literature of the Irish Revival were available to 
a select, elite audience. 
Importantly, the antidemocratic or elitist implications of Axël and Yeats’ reading of it are 
not confined to Villiers; contemporary critics such as Symons and Wilson make note of the 
iconoclastic and even antidemocratic elements of Symbolism. While Wilson attributes much of 
the Symbolists’ iconoclasm to a “cult of the unique personal point of view”, their withdrawal had 
as much to do with the questionable place of the poet in a utilitarian, industrial, middle class 
society.22 A problem for a cultural nationalist movement thus arises: however amenable the 
imaginative richness of Symbolism might be to representing a heroic, idealized Irish cultural 
heritage, how is its ideological force attenuated by its intentionally limited appeal and 
accessibility? 
The shame Yeats later feels for his revivalist fervor is associated with his turn back to the 
real, it is implied, as part of that shame is rooted in his past rejection of realism in favor of 
Symbolism. (AX 9) The preface to one of the more widely recognized dramas of French 
Symbolism is an unusual venue for these reflections on a turn away from Symbolism. We may 
conclude that Yeats’ turn from Symbolism is not absolute – he still owes some aesthetic and 
imaginative debt to it – but is instead tempered with an awareness of its limitations. That Yeats 
composed a preface for such a translation as late as the 1920s, on the other hand, is suggestive of 
the extent to which Yeats was still associated with Symbolism and considered one of its primary 
exponents in the British Isles, perhaps occasioning the need to begin a process of more explicit 
distancing of his work from its associations with Symbolism. The turn from Symbolism and a 
                                                
22 Wilson, Axel’s Castle, 268-269 
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reassessment of the relationship between realism and Symbolism, however, is staged more 
gradually over the course of his writing. 
 
III. Yeats’ Irish idealism and the problems of the local 
In examining Yeats’ work during the early Revival, during the height of his early 
Symbolist phase, we can identify the beginnings of his recognition of the problems of 
Symbolism – informing the later reassessment of his admiration for and use of Symbolism as we 
have seen above – as he attempts to adapt its methods to a local Irish milieu. As the early Yeats 
attempted to use Symbolist methods to establish an Irish cultural nationalism – one that, as I will 
discuss below, concerned itself primarily with the rural Western population – key questions and 
contradictions begin to emerge about Symbolism’s adaptability to an Irish cultural nationalism. 
Can Symbolist suggestion and the exigencies of external, historical reality be reconciled? Is a 
relationship between detached, cosmopolitan (in the older, “rootless” sense) Symbolist 
aestheticism and a cultural nationalist project possible? The populist impulses that underpin a 
national and anticolonial movement also prove problematic: can faithfulness to aestheticism and 
idealism be reconciled with faithfulness in representing the local populace?  
In this section, I will consider Yeats’ early folkloric prose to explore how these 
contradictions emerge. I emphasize this early prose work rather than the early poetry due to its 
heavy emphasis on rural Irish particularity, its composition during Yeats’ Symbolist period, and 
the influence this early folkloric work exerted on the early poetry. More importantly, it is in the 
early folkloric work that we can observe Yeats in conversation with the rural poor as he attempts 
to marshal an anti-realist Irish idealism deeply inflected by his engagement with Symbolism. The 
contradictions that emerge in his attempts to deal with the local through such a lens, I argue, lead 
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to a reassessment of the relationship between Symbolism and realism that is more measured than 
his early anti-realist polemics. I argue that, in his early work collecting Irish folklore as part of 
developing a cultural nationalist project, Yeats relies on an assumed isomorphism between 
symbol and reality, and between Symbolist aestheticism and documenting the local, that proves 
to be untenable, resulting in a reluctant reassessment of the real as early as his middle career. 
This isomorphism proves problematic, as the timelessness (even calcification) of Symbol comes 
into conflict with the historical temporality of the real. In his later career, Yeats recalls in 
Dramatis Personae how a loss of control over the symbol/reality relationship he assumes led 
even to reaction against his work. Recalling the Catholic reaction against The Countess Cathleen, 
he recalls that “[in] using what I considered traditional symbols I forgot that in Ireland they are 
not symbols but realities.” (A 309) Even from this vantage point in Yeats’ later career, an 
assumption that symbol and reality are indistinguishable in Ireland persists, and that writers 
ignore that at their peril. This reflection is, however, framed in terms of Yeats’ conflict with the 
local population – a tension that informs his own attempts to elevate local realities to the level of 
aestheticized symbol even in his early work. 
As we have seen above in Yeats’ early accounts of his artistic development, he 
maintained a certain wariness of Symbolism’s international associations, yet he identified in 
Symbolism an affinity with the Irish local particularity. While he articulates uncertainty about an 
“international art” in his discussion of Symons in The Trembling of the Veil, he nonetheless 
identifies potential to apply the material Symons has brought back from Paris to Ireland’s local 
and folk traditions: 
Might I not, with health and good luck to aid me, create some new Prometheus Unbound; 
Patrick or Columcille, Oisin or Finn, in Prometheus’ stead; and, instead of Caucasus, 
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Cro-Patrick or Ben Bulben? Have not all races had their first unity from a mythology that 
marries them to rock and hill? We had in Ireland imaginative stories, which the 
uneducated classes knew and even sang, and might we not make those stories current 
among the educated classes, rediscovering for the work’s sake what I have called ‘the 
applied arts of literature’, the association of literature, that is, with music speech and 
dance; and at last, it might be, so deepen the political passion of the nation that all, artist 
and poet, craftsman and day-labourer would accept a common design? […] [N]ations, 
races, and individual men are unified by an image, or bundle of related images, 
symbolical or evocative of the state of mind which is, of all states of mind not impossible, 
the most difficult to that man, race, or nation”. (A 166-167)  
This fidelity to a set of symbols and images unique to Ireland and accessed in Irish mythology – 
not representational, but merely evocative – informs Yeats’ Symbolist approach to Irish folk 
tradition in texts such as The Celtic Twilight. This early writing for the Irish Revival also echoes 
the “revivalist fervor” of his early praise for Axël, emphasizing the closely interrelated nature of 
Symbolist aesthetics and a spiritually pure Irish idealism as he turns his attention from France to 
his home country.  
For Yeats at this time, Symbolism’s promise for the Irish Revival is as a means of 
accessing an idealized Irish past typified in myths and heroic tales – a national past amenable to 
the goals of cultural nationalism, but one that can also be held at an aestheticized distance. This 
heroic cultural past is typical of what Bakhtin refers to as the “absolute past” of “epic time” in 
that it is deeply rooted in shared national tradition, but set at a largely inaccessible remove from 
the present (or historical time generally).23 We might understand Yeats’ early Symbolist work, in 
                                                
23 See Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 15-21; 218 
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conjunction with his anti-realist polemics, as a way of yoking the national “absolute past” to 
contemporary local particularity in a way that attempts to evade the prosaic and even vulgar 
realities of the contemporary local (in this case, generally rural) milieu. These experiments 
ultimately founder, however, in the face of historical realities. In other words, Yeats’ attempts to 
elevate local, historical reality to the level of aestheticized symbol ultimately run the risk of 
eliding more immediate local exigencies. Simultaneously, tension emerges between the 
aristocratic, anti-democratic tendencies of Symbolism and Yeats’ location of symbolic or 
supernatural Irish ideals in the peasantry. 
Yeats’ early work with Irish folklore in The Celtic Twilight (first published when Yeats 
was 28 years old) represents a curiously Symbolist approach to the folk traditions of the Irish 
West despite the polemics we have already seen against Irish writers who attempt to import 
foreign aesthetic models. This semi-autobiographical collection of folklore draws largely on the 
tales of peasants in the West, yet Yeats takes pains to frame these stories as an imaginative 
tradition whose qualities strongly resemble those of the Symbolist movement. Returning to 
Yeats’ defense of folk art as a rich source of imaginative tradition in the “By the Roadside” 
section, we can observe Yeats’ interest in bringing about a recognition of Irish folk tradition as 
an artistic tradition in its own right: “Folk-art is, indeed, the oldest of the aristocracies of 
thought, and because it refuses what is passing and trivial, the merely clever and pretty, as 
certainly as the vulgar and insincere, and because it has gathered into itself the simplest and 
most unforgettable thoughts of the generations, it is the soil where all great art is rooted.” (CT 
154; emphasis mine) Yeats’ approach to folk art is certainly rhetorical in nature insofar as it calls 
for recognition that Irish folk tradition, too, can and should be recognized as “serious” art. 
However, his appeal significantly relies on a curious conflation of the refined and the common: 
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Irish folk tradition in this formulation is a union of the aristocratic and the populist, of high 
imaginative tradition and the vernacular (as distinct from that which is vulgar, as Yeats is careful 
to point out). The appeal to implicitly linked aristocratic and imaginative traditions echoes the 
elitist appeal Yeats located in Symbolist writers such as Villiers. When considered alongside the 
relatively early stage at which Yeats formulated this notion of an aristocratic folklore, it is likely 
that the resources of Symbolism informed Yeats’ early approach to folk art and the local after his 
return to Ireland. 
Yeats’ Symbolist approach to folklore in The Celtic Twilight is most evident in not only 
his stance towards the peasantry from whom he gleans his stories (as his framing of folk art as an 
“aristocracy of thought” might suggest), but also in his treatment of a kind of timeless, 
transcendent beauty – especially female beauty – throughout the text. The treatment of 
transcendent beauty that Yeats identifies in Irish folklore is strikingly similar to Symbolism’s 
approach to same; this point of overlap between the two genres offers a particularly compelling 
explanation for Yeats’ approach to a seemingly pedestrian form such as folklore through a 
Symbolist lens. When The Celtic Twilight is not concerned with the encounters between ordinary 
people and the unseen, it is concerned with the unearthly beauty of the Sidhe and their own 
preoccupation with beautiful mortals – the tales thus propose a continuity between corporeal, 
temporal beauty and a timeless beauty that transcends material boundaries. Yeats describes a 
woman’s encounter with Queen Maeve and her ghostly retinue – “fair, fierce women” – as an 
encounter with a Blakean “heroic beauty.” (CT 81) The “heroic beauty” Yeats attributes to the 
Sidhe is the highest beauty, that which “changes least from youth to age, a beauty which has 
been fading out of the arts, since that decadence we call progress set voluptuous beauty in its 
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place.”24 (CT 81) By aligning the supernatural beauty his interlocutor encounters with an older, 
Blakean type of beauty in the arts, Yeats implicitly condemns contemporary art’s preoccupation 
with “voluptuous”, material, and ultimately temporal beauty. More importantly, that lesser form 
of beauty is the result of “progress” in the arts, suggesting that modern artistic modes (which, as 
we have already seen in case of Yeats’ discussion of Symbolist drama, he rejects at this point in 
his career) have supplanted heroic beauty.  Examples of such beauty and its quality of being lost 
to history recur throughout the collection of folklore. The old woman who encounters Maeve 
repeats that “’There is no [such] race living now, none so finely proportioned”, while Yeats 
himself recalls apparitions of women in “old Greek raiment” whose beauty is such that “there are 
no such faces now.” (CT 82, 90) Heroic and transcendent beauty, then, is largely lost to 
modernity. Not unlike the prose and drama of French Symbolism, then, Irish folklore functions 
for Yeats as a means of accessing an unchanging, transcendent beauty in a time of materialistic 
art.  
While a preoccupation with an undying, transcendent beauty persists throughout this 
collection of folklore, Yeats avoids restricting that beauty to the realm of the supernatural, 
instead suggesting it can make inroads into the rural Irish milieu he records. Yeats identifies this 
persistence of “heroic beauty” in the contemporary world in the form of beautiful individuals, 
but also does so by suggesting the Irish peasantry is generally more susceptible to and perceptive 
of such beauty. A series of tales in the section “Dust Hath Closed Helen’s Eye” addresses such a 
phenomenon in detail, retelling the case of Mary Hynes, a famous beauty in Ballylee. Recalling 
the local people’s fascination with her (including their belief that her early death was related to 
the Sidhe’s appreciation for her beauty), Yeats notes “These poor countrymen and 
                                                
24 Yeats references the notion of Blakean heroic beauty frequently; the passage I quote here is 
reproduced nearly verbatim in his review of Edward Martyn’s Maeve that I discuss below. 
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countrywomen in their beliefs, and in their emotions, are many years nearer to that old Greek 
world, that set beauty beside the fountain of things, than are our men of learning.” (CT 54) While 
we might question whether a troubling essentializing quality is at work here (insofar as he inverts 
the notion of being “closer to earth”), Yeats nonetheless praises the people’s closer proximity to 
a mythic and heroic past. However, it is worth pausing to note the contradiction inherent in 
Yeats’ praise of the peasantry here. As I have discussed above, a decidedly elitist strain is 
evident in Symbolist doctrine; even Yeats suggests elsewhere, in keeping with Villiers and 
others, that the aristocratic and leisured classes are best equipped to understand and create 
beauty. This contradiction may explain why Yeats appears to valorize the rural Irish poor here by 
locating in them a romanticized, ideal proximity to a heroic and mythic national past. In thus 
romanticizing them, he avoids placing them “closer to earth”, attempting to sidestep their lived, 
material circumstances (which, as some of the tales in this volume suggest, are less conveniently 
beautiful).  
Yeats abandons this sort of evasion, albeit without resolving this contradiction, in the 
final appendix to the collection, in which he suggests Irish folklore remains a vital force among 
the rural Irish poor specifically because diminished material circumstances result in greater 
imaginative power: “[…] it is the chronicle of that world of glory and surprise imagined in the 
unknown by the peasant as he leant painfully over his space. His spiritual desires ascended into 
heaven, but all he could dream of material well-being and freedom was lavished upon this world 
of kings and goblins. […] It cast a light of imagination on his own dull cattle-minding and earth-
turning destiny”. (CT 158-159)  One might then ask where the more privileged collectors of 
folklore, like Yeats and Douglas Hyde, fall: as artists, do they lack some idealized peasant 
imagination? What implicit distance must Yeats place between the imaginative peasant and the 
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more privileged Irish artist? This tension between heroic, transcendent beauty and a muddier set 
of lived, material realities also informs – and, I argue, moderates – Yeats’ attempts to approach 
rural folklore through a Symbolist lens. 
Even as these stories of ghosts and the Sidhe deal in heroic, timeless beauty – what I 
argue is the most evident manifestation of Yeats’ Symbolist lens – their supernatural events are 
often couched in decidedly mundane, even vulgar circumstances. The continuity between the 
ordinary and strange extends to Yeats’ interlocutors; of one old peasant man, he notes that “I am 
not certain that he distinguishes between the natural and supernatural very clearly.” (CT 84) The 
opening lines of “Village Ghosts” typifies this union of the ordinary and strange: “My ghosts 
inhabit the village of H____, in Leinster. History has in no manner been burdened by this ancient 
village, with its crooked lanes, its old abbey churchyard full of long grass, its green background 
of small fir-trees, and its quay, where lie a few tarry fishing-luggers.” (CT 43) A series of short 
anecdotes that combine a brief history of the village with ghostly encounters culminates in the 
tale of Jim Montgomery and his wife. This anecdote, which makes up the remainder of the 
chapter, opens with an emphasis on the mundane details of a village couple’s life and 
relationships, one that curiously echoes realistic narrative:  
In a cottage at the village end of the boreen lived a house-painter, Jim Montgomery, and 
his wife. They had several children. He was a little dandy, and came of a higher class 
than his neighbours. His wife was a very big woman; but he, who had been expelled from 
the village choir for drink, gave her a beating one day. Her sister heard of it, and came 
and took down one of the window shutters – Montgomery was neat about everything, and 
had shutters on the outside of every window – 
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like her sister. He threatened to prosecute her; she answered that she would break every 
bone in his body if he did. (CT 45-46)  
So far, there is little in this tale to suggest ghostly influences, the presence of the Sidhe, 
or even material beauty (much less the heroic sort). The family disputes that open this tale are 
thoroughly mundane, even vulgar in the details of Jim Montgomery’s fondness for drinking and 
his sister-in-law’s revenge for beating his wife. The tale continues in a similarly, even 
predictably sordid vein: Jim Montgomery’s alcoholism grows worse, leading his family into 
poverty and illness; his wife’s death sends his children into the local workhouse. This Zola-esque 
story, however, takes a supernatural turn after the Montgomery children are sent to the 
workhouse: the local woman who attended Mrs. Montgomery in her final illness soon finds 
herself being followed by her ghost. On the local priest’s advice, Mrs. Kelly asks the ghost why 
it cannot rest; she responds that “its children must be taken from the workhouse, for none of its 
relations were ever there before, and that three masses were to be said for the repose of its soul.” 
(CT 46) Once these conditions are met, the ghost vanishes, while Jim Montgomery eventually 
dies in the workhouse himself, “having come to great poverty through drink.” (CT 46)  
What is significant about this tale, and many others like it throughout The Celtic Twilight, 
is the manner in which supernatural events are rooted in the mundane, material, and even vulgar. 
Even as the text hastily ranges over the material events leading to Mrs. Montgomery’s death (and 
afterlife), as if to deflect attention from them, the prosaic and even vulgar nature of those 
circumstances is difficult to evade. Encounters with spiritual beings arise from material 
circumstances; indeed, it is her children’s material necessities (and social necessities, given 
family reputation appears to be at stake in their occupation of the workhouse; a first for the 
Montgomery family) that drive Mrs. Montgomery’s haunting of Mrs. Kelly. The structure of the 
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tale, too, reinforces the continuity of the supernatural with mundane and material reality, as the 
tale closes with Mrs. Montgomery’s ghost going to her rest and Jim Montgomery’s slow decline 
into poverty, ill health, and ultimately an ignominious death.  
Even some of Yeats’ examples of heroic, transcendent beauty are similarly subject to the 
demands of corporeal, material, and historical reality. Even as Mary Hynes functions as an 
example of a kind of transcendent beauty in a female form, she remains bound by specific 
historical circumstances: she is said to have died some sixty years before Yeats heard her story, 
remained in Ballylee for her relatively short life, and was said to have enchanted Anthony 
Raftery, who made verses praising her. She died of “the fever that was before the famine” (CT 
52), as if a reminder that her beauty remained subject to bodily disease. Other love stories in the 
collection resist elevation to poetry in Yeats’ estimation; after hearing the tale of a beautiful 
woman lost to a young man by her emigration to America, Yeats reports that his interlocutor 
suggested he could turn the story to verse. Yeats, however, is less certain: “My own heart, which 
has loved Helen and all the lovely and fickle women of the world, would be too sore. There are 
things it is well not to ponder over too much, things that bare words are the best suited for.” (CT 
61) This resistance to recording the historical realities of emigration (and the extent of its toll on 
human relationships) is another way in which the attempts to locate a set of ideal Irish cultural 
values (and access to a national past) in the peasantry, and to approach folklore through the lens 
of Symbolism, encounters resistance in the form of stubbornly material and historical realities. 
 The appendix to The Celtic Twilight, “The Four Winds of Desire”, extends Yeats’ 
defense of the value of Irish folklore by documenting what was at the time a new resurgence of 
interest in folklore while more explicitly signaling the realist-Symbolist tensions underpinning 
his tales. The implications of Yeats’ privileging of Symbolism (especially as it is expressed 
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through the quest to experience heroic, ahistorical beauty) in the previous discussion of 
folklore’s value give way to an effort to define local folklore in opposition to realism. Apart from 
helping to make clear that the formal underpinnings of an Irish cultural revival are at stake in 
Yeats’ presentation of the folklore, this rhetorical gesture is in keeping with his early tendency to 
define realism as the “other” of Symbolism and its associated forms. Folklore becomes a 
countervailing influence to modern society and art that works to represent it: “It is perhaps, 
therefore, by no means strange that the age of ‘realism’ should be the harvest-time of folk-lore. 
We grow tired of tuning our fiddles to the clank of this our heavy chain, and lay them down to 
listen gladly to one who tells us of men hundreds of years old and endlessly mirthful. Our new-
wakened interest in the impossible has been of the greatest service to Irish folk-literature.” (CT 
155) In commending the rise of the “impossible”, Yeats also condemns previous would-be 
folklorists for attempting to couch these mythic tales in terms of the material and real; Crofton 
Croker in particular comes under attack for, by “turning some naïve faery tale into a drunken 
peasant’s dream”, committing “that great sin against art – the sin of rationalism. He tried to take 
away from his stories the impossibility that makes them dear to us.” (CT 156) Once again, 
realism is aligned with that which is material, rational, and modern – all of which are 
incompatible with the cause of folklore in Yeats’ formulation.  
Curiously, however, Yeats simultaneously praises Hyde for the documentary and 
linguistic accuracy of his own folklore collection, By the Fireside: “Dr. Hyde’s volume is the 
best written of any. He has caught and faithfully reproduced the peasant idiom and phrase. In 
becoming scientifically accurate, he has not ceased to be a man of letters.” (CT 156; emphasis 
mine) Even as he decries materialism and rationalism as registers of a problematic realism, a 
certain degree of documentary accuracy is not problematic and evidently not incompatible with 
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the “impossible”, supernatural elements of Yeats’ and Hyde’s folklore – a seeming contradiction 
that informs the tales the former collected for The Celtic Twilight. Despite a clear resistance to 
and wariness of realism on both artistic and political grounds, a certain recognition of the need 
for documentary (or that curiously Naturalist term, scientific) accuracy informs Yeats’ praise of 
Hyde’s folkloric work. 
This need for accuracy thus also informs Yeats’ presentation of the tales he collected for 
this text despite his disdain for materialism and the “sin of rationalism”. His original introduction 
to The Celtic Twilight (dated 1893) emphasizes the documentary as well as artistic nature of the 
book: “I have desired, like any artist, to create a little world out of the beautiful, pleasant, and 
significant things of this marred and clumsy world, and to show in a vision something of the face 
of Ireland to any of my own people who would look where I bid them. I have therefore written 
down accurately and candidly much that I have heard and seen, and, except by way of 
commentary, nothing that I have merely imagined.” (CT 32) Given the emphasis on the 
supernatural in the tales that follow, it is significant that Yeats is careful to underscore that he has 
largely recorded rather than invented those stories. His construction of his audience as “[his] own 
people” suggests that a latent anxiety about audience is at play, though whether Yeats assumes 
an Irish audience would be highly skeptical about the accuracy of his stories or the truthfulness 
of their content (as opposed to international audiences, who are less likely to have any familiarity 
with such folklore) is unclear. Indeed, the “reality” of the supernatural and its coexistence with 
lived, historical reality appears to be just as much at stake as is Yeats’ accuracy as a folklorist, 
given his pointed refusal to rationalize the content of the peasants’ stories: “I have, however, 
been at no pains to separate my own beliefs from those of the peasantry, but have rather let my 
men and women, dhouls and faeries, go their way unoffended or defended by any argument of 
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mine.” (CT 32) What follows, he seems to suggest, coexists with mundane, material reality, and 
he aims to present it unmediated. 
Nine years later, Yeats adds a second portion to this introduction, suggesting a greater 
interest in the real and an acknowledgment of material necessity in what already appears to be a 
strange confluence of the material and supernatural. As he notes the addition of new chapters in 
the 1902 edition, he implies that material considerations have prevented him from adding more, 
reflecting that “one loses, as one grows older, something of the lightness of one’s dreams; one 
begins to take up life in both hands, and to care more for the fruit than the flower, and that is no 
great loss perhaps.” (CT 32-33) While he notes that his documentary emphasis has otherwise 
remained unchanged, he intends to shift his attentions to more rational, systematic folkloric 
work: “I shall publish in a little while a big book about the commonwealth of faery, and shall try 
to make it systematical and learned enough to buy pardon for this handful of dreams.” (CT 33) 
These terms, which so often signal a distastefully rational, material, and commercial realism for 
Yeats, suggest an interesting slippage towards the real as early as 1902, however much the 1893 
edition suggests some confluence of the real and symbolic, or material and supernatural. Indeed, 
Yeats looks back at his work of collecting folklore with Lady Gregory in Dramatis Personae and 
reflects that “my object was to find actual experience of the supernatural”. (A 299; emphasis 
mine) Later in life, then, Yeats appears to recognize the continuity between the real and the 
unreal; many tales in The Celtic Twilight underscore this continuity through their grounding in 
specific temporal and material circumstances. 
 
As early as 1902, with the publication of the extended edition of The Celtic Twilight, we 
can locate the beginnings of a tension between a Symbolist idealism and realistic demands as 
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Yeats attempts a sort of dispersal of Symbolist aesthetics into Western vernacular and local folk 
tradition. How did this tension help propel Yeats into a new artistic phase? How did this 
emerging tension inform not only the relatively self-contained realm of his own folkloric writing, 
but his dealings with other writers with whom he was actively engaged during the Irish Literary 
Revival and the early years of the Irish Literary Theatre? In the following section, I will turn my 
attention outward to consider how the emerging conflict we have observed between Symbolist 
and realist tendencies in Yeats’ early prose work was compounded by open debates about the 
value of realism in the early Irish Literary Theatre. In so doing, it becomes clear that tensions 
between the resources of Symbolism and realism not only informed Yeats’ own thinking, but 
also inflected the thinking and writing of other participants in the early Revival. The attempt to 
utilize Symbolist methods to access a heroic beauty and a linked notion of Irish idealism persist 
into the early years of the Irish Literary Theatre, to the extent that some of its plays dramatize the 
realist-Symbolist conversation in ways that highlight the tensions and internal contradictions of 
that conversation. 
 
IV. Staging the realism debate: Yeats, Martyn, and the Irish Literary Theatre 
The Irish Literary Theatre’s opening season in 1899 featured plays not only Symbolist-
influenced dramas such as Yeats’ The Countess Cathleen, but also more realistic dramas by 
writers such as George Moore and Edward Martyn. Yeats’ commentaries on the theatre’s 
inaugural season, especially those in their in-house journals Samhain and Beltaine, are notable in 
that they feature open discussion of the nature and place of reality – and, implicitly, realism – in 
light of the theatre’s first season and the reactions of its audience. Given this discussion of the 
theatre’s inaugural season, we might see the discussions here as indices of a turning point not 
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only for Yeats’ own thinking, but also for the Irish Revival in general. It is here, around 1900, 
that Yeats begins to turn from the overtly anti-realist stances delineated in his reviews of French 
Symbolist plays such as Axël and the realist-Symbolist tensions we have seen in his prose work 
(tensions that come to inform the output of the Irish Literary Theatre, as I will discuss below). 
Around the time of the first performances of Martyn’s plays for the Irish Literary Theatre, Yeats 
begins to still more explicitly articulate the possibility of (and, arguably, a desire for) a 
continuity or isomorphism between symbol (or ideal) and reality. In light of Yeats’ reviews from 
the period of the Irish Literary Theatre and the performance of Martyn’s early plays, it is likely 
that Martyn’s (and, to a lesser extent, George Moore’s) rendition of realism in the context of 
Irish peasant and heroic subjects sparked, on Yeats’ part, a recognition of the necessity of an 
Irish cultural nationalism’s engagement with lived, historical reality. Yeats remains wary of 
realism in its associations with England and middle-class commercialism, but it is in the Irish 
dramatic criticism of the turn of the century that the terms of a nascent Irish realism begin to be 
articulated along with a discussion about the limits of Symbolism. 
In his discussion of the significance of George Moore, Edward Martyn, and Alice 
Milligan’s plays for the opening of the Irish Literary Theatre’s second season in the April 1900 
edition of Beltaine, Yeats turns immediately to the notion and problem of reality in this new 
theatrical venture and how the three new dramas at hand have called attention to the 
representation of reality – and local particularity – at this moment in Irish cultural nationalism. 
With the establishment of an Irish theatre, the question of representing Irish particularity has 
become still more vital (reception and audience, both domestic and international, is perhaps of 
ever-increasing importance). These dramatists – Moore and Martyn in particular – present the 
occasion for an examination of reality on the new Irish stage. Yeats opens the review by 
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recalling “somebody, who has nothing to do with any propaganda, saying once that everything 
becomes a reality when it comes to Ireland.” (IDM 164) In other words, the literary drama has 
become a “reality” in Ireland, Yeats claims, because it speaks to an audience “who is a part of 
his time” (IDM 164, emphasis mine). While Yeats once again suggests that Ireland is a space that 
fosters continuities between the real and the unseen, he seems to veer further in favor of the real 
here by asserting that contemporary audiences provide a certain impetus that propels the 
imaginative into the realm of reality. The implication is that the Irish literary drama can work on 
Irish subjects because it speaks to Irish historical reality and seeks an audience in a specific 
historical situation. The relationship between audience and drama, then, allows the Irish literary 
drama to become a reality and create a critical version of Irish historical reality – a sort of 
rhetorical circuit between audience and stage that, Yeats makes clear, would not be possible if 
one attempted the literary drama in London. 
In a marked contrast with the relative disregard for audience and critical reception Yeats 
telegraphs in his past reviews of Axël and Symbolist drama, then, the (Irish) audience plays an 
indispensable role in the new Irish literary drama’s potential to exert influence on its historical 
moment. Additional distancing from French Symbolist tenets is implied in the cross-class nature 
of Moore, Martyn, and Milligan’s plays, in contrast with Yeats’ past insinuations that the 
“natural man” is unequipped to engage meaningfully with Symbolist drama. Rather, the appeal 
of the new Irish Literary Theatre plays lies in their ability to achieve a cross-class local Irish 
particularity – an appeal a “greater foreign drama” could not achieve (IDM 164). The 
imaginative and mystical adepts typical of Symbolism, Yeats seems to suggest, are not in 
themselves amenable to the Irish literary drama’s new purchase on local reality. Rather, Moore, 
Martyn, and Milligan succeed “because they had found, as I think the drama must do in every 
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country, those interests common to the man of letters and the man in the crowd, which are more 
numerous in a country that has not passed from its time of storm, than in a long-settled country 
like England.” (IDM 164-165; emphasis mine) Yeats’ assertions here are significant in the extent 
of their praise of a cross-class local particularity, yet wariness of a stereotypically realist 
representation is implicit in his reference to the stability of England.  Whatever new purchase on 
historical reality and local particularity the Irish Literary Theatre’s first plays achieved, Yeats 
must assert that it is distinct from the purchase achieved by middle-class socioeconomic stability 
(a condition long associated with the English realism).  
In a similar vein, Yeats’ praise of Martyn’s Maeve in this article hinges on the play’s 
ambivalence about commercialism; noting that the titular heroine “typifies Ireland herself 
wavering between idealism and commercialism”. (IDM 164) Importantly, Martyn’s heroine 
rejects “commercialism” (and, it is worth pointing out, a normative version of social integration 
in the form of marriage and sexual union) in the form of an English suitor and chooses instead to 
follow the mythic Queen Maeve in death, echoing those stories of The Celtic Twilight in which 
the Sidhe are said to have taken beautiful people who die young. Therefore, it is likely that 
Yeats’ approval of the play derives from its apparent rejection of commercialism in favor of an 
“idealism” that bears considerable resemblance to the romanticized idealism of Yeats’ Symbolist 
period. Two important points emerge here: that which is “commercial” remains an implicit 
register of that which is realistic, and while we begin at this point to observe some reassessment 
of the role of a socially and economically diverse audience in an Irish drama (suggesting he 
begins to rethink Symbolist elitism), Yeats remains skeptical of those qualities he associates with 
(English) realism. 
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Audience demands, indeed, may have helped to inform Yeats’ moderation of his 
Symbolist idealism at this time. As we have seen above, Yeats recalls later in life that the less 
enthusiastic reception of The Countess Cathleen among Catholic audiences was the result of 
Yeats’ reliance on “old symbols” without fully attending to the reality of those symbols among 
(largely Catholic) Irish audiences. Brian Cliff’s analysis of the Irish Literary Theatre’s “national 
service ethos” notes that the nationalist outcry against The Countess Cathleen may have had as 
much to do with the Irish Literary Theatre’s construction of its mission as representing an 
“essential” Irishness, one that ennobles the nation.25). The Countess Cathleen, he argues, 
constituted a violation of the Irish Literary Theatre’s promise to reflect Ireland due to its so-
called “un-Catholicness”.26 Interestingly, however, Martyn’s The Heather Field enjoyed a far 
more positive reception in the Dublin press. While Cliff suggests that the reviews may have 
stemmed from the press’ desire to support the Irish Literary Theatre regardless of the artistic 
merit of its plays, he (perhaps unfairly) cites The Heather Field’s being panned in London 
newspapers as evidence of Martyn’s lesser artistic merit.27 However, as I will discuss below, it is 
worth considering whether the Dublin press’ more positive reviews of The Heather Field did in 
fact stem from a stronger engagement with Irish historical realities. 
 
Martyn’s The Heather Field, arguably his most successful play for the Irish Literary 
Theatre, is notable not only for its engagement with historical reality, but also for its 
performance of anxieties about the role of Symbolist influence as a vehicle for an “Irish 
idealism” in the face of historical realities and exigent material circumstances – anxieties and 
                                                
25 Brian Cliff, “As Assiduously Advertised: Publicizing the 1899 Irish Literary Theatre Season”, 
in Critical Ireland, 30-31 
26 Ibid., 34 
27 Ibid., 35 
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tensions that perhaps inspired Yeats’ mordantly commenting in Dramatis Personae “that two 
traditions met and destroyed each other in [Martyn’s] blood.” (A 291) As we have already seen, 
the problem of middle-class commercialism dogged any attempt to introduce realist formal 
techniques or subject matter to the Irish Literary Theatre or the Revival in general. Given the 
often implicit association of realism with both England and middle-class commercialism that we 
have seen in Yeats’ own critical and autobiographical work as well as in the broader realist-
Symbolist conversation in the dramatic criticism, to attempt realistic work carried an implicit 
threat of Anglicization and the dominance of middle-class concerns in the Irish Literary Theatre. 
As one of the principal participants in the early years of the Irish Literary Theatre, Edward 
Martyn’s plays dramatize the tension between the problems of Symbolism and the risks (and 
resources) of a potential Irish realism. In contrast to the more overtly heroic elements and 
outright rejection of commercialism in Maeve, The Heather Field is notable for its more 
complicated treatment of themes of commercialism, capitalism, and middle-class aspirations, 
despite opening with a central conflict that initially appears typical of an exaggerated, 
uncomplicated tension between idealistic and realistic approaches to life.  
The play was produced for the Irish Literary Theatre’s opening season in May 1899 
alongside Yeats’ The Countess Cathleen. Martyn’s play far outpaced Yeats’ in terms of 
popularity and positive reception, a situation Yeats recalls in Dramatis Personae in his reflection 
on his inattention to the close relationship between symbol and reality for a largely Catholic 
audience. Martyn’s rather ambivalent staging of the realism-idealism tension (one that, I believe, 
derives in large part from the realist-Symbolist conversation driven by Yeats and other 
participants in the Revival) may in part account for its more positive reception in that it avoids 
adherence to a Symbolist or idealist doctrine and demonstrates an attentiveness to and concern 
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for the material impact of such idealism on lived, historical experience. The play centers on the 
attempts of an idealistic young man, Carden Tyrrell, to reclaim the titular heather field for 
commercial farming purposes (draining his household’s financial resources in the process), over 
the protests of his more prosaic, realistic wife, Grace. The play is set in 1890 on the west coast of 
Ireland; thus, the Land Agitation haunts the action of the play and Tyrrell’s ill-fated land 
reclamation scheme. Importantly, despite his seemingly middle-class background and 
commercial aspirations, Tyrrell’s commercial ventures actively avoid notions of Anglicized 
middle-class culture. Indeed, despite his commercial ambitions, he is an idealist linked to a kind 
of idealized Irishness in the style of Yeats’ Countess Cathleen; as I will discuss below, his 
commercial ventures are explicitly yoked to his idealism and, by association, his romanticized 
Irishness. Although many readings of Martyn’s play therefore identify Tyrrell and Grace’s 
conflict over the land reclamation scheme as the central idealist-realist tension, we must also pay 
close attention to how Tyrrell himself typifies that tension in ways that are informed by the 
internal realist-Symbolist conversation of the Revival. 
The play opens in a manner that evokes Ibsenian social realism, as Act I immediately 
introduces the domestic dispute that frames the action of the play. As if to emphasize the 
centrality of this domestic dispute, the action of the play is confined to a single room, the use of 
which alternates between study and drawing room as Tyrrell and his wife vie for control of their 
household’s resources and priorities. The domestic dispute is initially mediated through the 
conversation of Miles, Tyrrell’s younger brother, and Barry Ussher, a local landlord. Ussher and 
Miles provide the initial realist-idealist dichotomy in their respective characterizations of Grace 
and Tyrrell. Ussher questions Tyrell’s compatibility with domestic life, believing that his 
marriage has tamped down his natural idealism and that he has “grown even prosy under the 
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power of [Grace’s] influence”; simultaneously, his “old, wild nature” threatens to break out 
against domestic bonds. (HF 219-220; emphasis mine) The value in which Ussher holds 
Tyrrell’s idealism, particularly in contrast to Grace’s practicality, is of note despite his self-
styling as a beacon of natural balance. Ussher recalls that, before his marriage, Tyrrell “was so 
ideal, so imaginative, as engaging as some beautiful child who saw nothing real in the world 
outside his own fairy dreams.” (HF 220; emphasis mine) This formulation of Tyrrell’s former 
character echoes Yeats’ own imaginative and aesthetic ideals: he embodied an enduring youth 
and beauty, conceived of the imaginative as closely hewing to reality, and seemed closer to the 
supernatural (the use of “fairy dreams” is telling) than most men.   
By contrast, Ussher’s opening formulation suggests Grace Tyrrell represents domestic 
practicality, “taming” Tyrrell and forcing him to play the role of the “practical man”. As Miles 
and Ussher reflect on the misguided nature of the marriage, Ussher accuses Grace of entering 
into the marriage for petty, self-interested reasons: 
MILES: Ah, it is certainly a great misfortune that he ever met Grace. And their 
estrangement is so extraordinary for he once used to be so fond of her.  
USSHER: Yes, they generally begin that way. I remember just before he became engaged 
he told me he thought until then that he should never marry, but that at least he had found 
real happiness. They all say that, you know.  
MILES: You may very well philosophise over what is past, Barry. But why did you not 
then try to dissuade him?  
USSHER: Of course I tried to dissuade him. I did my best.  
MILES: Oh, you did, did you?  
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USSHER: Yes, of course. I warned him against the danger of marrying a girl with whom 
he was only acquainted so short a time. I entreated him to wait a while at all events, as he 
was then only twenty-one and she something younger. But all to no purpose. Ah, if he 
had waited, he could not have failed to discover that she was only marrying him for his 
means and position, and that she did not in the least care for him. Besides I was certain 
from the first that he had no real affection or respect for her. (HF 219) 
Grace is also cast, in the opening conversation and at later moments in Act I, as a domestic 
tyrant. She has not only exerted a passive domestic “influence” upon Tyrrell, but her behavior 
towards Tyrrell is cast as overbearing and, Ussher seems to imply, less than appropriately wifely: 
“USSHER: […] What a pity your sister-in-law defeats all her objects by her manner towards 
Carden. MILES: Oh indeed, she is very impatient with him. Yet she is good enough in her way 
too.” (219) Tyrrell himself later laments that “she has no sense of compromise – no consideration 
for me at all. She has always despised me.” (HF 225) However, as Tyrrell’s land reclamation 
scheme progresses, Grace’s relatively simplistic characterization as a materialistic and social-
climbing tyrant grows complicated, as the extent of her so-called control over the Tyrrell 
household and its resources is called into question.  
Apart from imputing petty material and social motives to Grace in her choice of husband, 
Ussher’s explanation of his opposition to the Tyrrell marriage suggests that he considers an 
idealism like Tyrrell’s unsuited to the framework of marriage and domesticity:  
USSHER: Oh, I foresaw all. I knew this change could not last. The old, wild nature had 
to break out again when the novelty was over. It was a misfortune since he was married, 
but it was inevitable. There are some dispositions too eerie, too ethereal, too untamable 
for good, steady, domestic cultivation, and if so domesticated they avenge themselves in 
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after time. Ah, foolishly his wife and her friends thought they were going to change 
Carden to their model of a young man, but the latent, untamable nature was not to be 
subdued. Its first sign of revolt against that suppression was when he began this vast work 
in the heather field. (HF 220) 
Ussher’s conflation of Tyrrell’s marital troubles, the reassertion of his former nature, and the 
beginning of his land reclamation scheme constitutes an early suggestion that Tyrrell is aligned 
in some way with the space of the heather field. Ussher notes the intractability of the field, 
predicting the futility of the land reclamation scheme in a way that suggests Tyrrell’s insistence 
on continuing the project despite monetary losses is not unlike the untamable quality of the 
heather field. Where Miles optimistically predicts his brother will eventually profit from renting 
the reclaimed field, Ussher points out that “[m]eanwhile interest is accruing. The grass has not 
grown sufficiently for letting as yet. Then payment of rent cannot follow till long after, always 
supposing that it ever produces much rent.” (HF 220) Ussher immediately goes further to 
suggest parallels between Tyrrell’s relationship to the heather field and his own marriage: “Ah, 
Miles, do you not know that the soil in such places is very wild and untamable? If heather lands 
are brought into cultivation for domestic use, they must be watched, they must have generous 
and loving treatment, else their old wild nature may avenge itself.” (HF 220) Tyrrell thus 
exhibits a personal affinity with the heather field (which emerges as a material expression of his 
idealism) while evidently replicating (perhaps sublimating) his own experience of marital 
“domestication” in his attempts to reclaim the heather field in order to generate profit through 
tenant farmers – despite his identification with the heather field as a space. Therefore, 
examination of Tyrrell’s relationship to the heather field as the play progresses suggests that his 
personal or spiritual affinity with the heather field is complicated by not only his use of it for 
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materialistic ends, but also his replication and assumption of Grace’s apparent role in their 
marriage. 
Given the tendency of Ussher (and Tyrrell himself) to associate Tyrrell with the heather 
field, a reading of the play’s realist-idealist tension may identify the heather field as a physical 
register of some form of Irish idealism. As a wild, Western space that resists domestication, the 
field seems to be coded as a site of resistance against repression (it resists Tyrrell’s attempts at 
reclamation) as well as a site of some fundamental Irishness. The equivalence the play initially 
suggests between Tyrrell and the land would seem to bolster his identification as a true Irish 
idealist; however, this formulation of Tyrrell’s character fails to coherently track with his land 
reclamation scheme. Importantly, Tyrrell’s idealism manifests as a desire to control and reshape 
Irish space according to a “vision” or “ideal” that is intelligible only to himself – an 
unintelligibility that echoes the problems of Symbolism and its role in an Irish idealism. 
The correlation of Tyrrell’s idealism with a Symbolist idealism are further emphasized in 
Act II, as Tyrrell encounters more overt resistance to the land reclamation scheme from Grace 
and her allies in the local community (who, significantly, believe he has lost touch with reality 
and succumbed to madness). As Grace, in the company of Ussher and two local doctors, stages 
what amounts to an intervention aimed at diagnosing what she believes is her husband’s insanity, 
Martyn underscores the shaky distinctions between idealism, imagination, and madness at the 
heart of the play. In response to Grace’s intervention, Tyrrell retreats further into his idealistic 
identification with the heather field, insisting his connection to that space brings him closer to 
reality than those around him. Tyrrell’s relationship to the heather field in Act II is elaborated in 
remarkably Yeatsian terms:  
ROCHE: You mean you have idealised farming, Mr Tyrrell?  
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TYRRELL: Of course, what else? Do you think I could go on doing the dull drudgery 
they forced upon me? No – I considered how I could elevate it. I pondered and pondered 
and never rested, until at last there came to me the master-thought of the heather field. 
ROCHE (slowly nodding assent): Oh, -- indeed. Dear me.  
TYRRELL (with evident pleasure at the surprise he is creating): Yes; was it not a 
discovery? And what contentment it brought after the previous life-drudgery. I felt like 
returning to my youth’s ideals in that free mountain air. Oh! there is magic in those 
mountain breezes! (HF 246) 
The heather field functions for Tyrrell here as not only some nebulous “master-thought”, but also 
as a way to escape “life-drudgery” and the commonplace, or even elevate it to imaginative 
heights, to the extent that he fails to make any further distinction between the imaginative and 
the real: “I tell you there is no such thing as imagination […] you either perceive or you don’t 
perceive. Therefore it vexes me, when I perceive anything, to be told that it is only imagination.” 
(HF 246) Even as Tyrrell evokes an equivalence between the imaginative and the real (one that 
echoes Yeats’ early equivalence between the real and supernatural), he goes further to locate a 
lost, otherwise inaccessible beauty of the past in the heather field:  
DOWLING: Maybe so, Mr Tyrrell. (As if struck with an idea) Do you find any meaning 
yourself, though, in this mountain air?  
TYRRELL (disdainfully): Do I? Why, of course I do. I find in it a medium between the 
beauty of the past and myself.  
DOWLING: Indeed.  
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TYRRELL: Yes; nature’s ethereal phonograph, as it might be, treasuring for my delight 
past ecstasies of sound. I hear in its waves those voices floating back to me from – (HF 
246; emphasis mine) 
In declaring an equivalence between the imaginative and the real, and in identifying the 
heather field as a link to an otherwise lost beauty associated with an inaccessible past, Tyrrell 
echoes the aesthetic and imaginative ideals of the early Revival, especially as they appear in 
Yeats’ early Symbolist period. Significantly, Tyrrell makes these comparisons shortly after he 
declares his near-megalomaniacal desire to reshape Ireland in his own image, beginning with the 
heather field. While he styles himself as an “enterprising” figure with the country’s interests in 
mind, he rapidly reveals far more extravagant ambitions; with the profits from hypothetical rents 
on the heather field, he believes  
I shall extend my works, and with the further profits I shall embark on such a scale of 
business as in time will enable me to start a company for buying up and reclaiming or 
reafforesting every inch of waste land in Ireland. […] With the far-reaching usefulness of 
my projects I must become a real benefactor to the country, and in a time, too, when so 
many quack remedies in the way of legislation are being offered to the public. […] Oh, 
the work is a glorious one. There is something creative about it – this changing the face 
of a whole country! None of the humdrum, barn-door work of ordinary farming, with its 
sordid accompaniment of the cattle fair! When from the ideal world of my books those 
people forced me to such a business, I was about to find the extreme of its idealisation. 
(HF 245)  
Tyrrell styles himself as a benefactor to the Irish people, one who can provide a creative, 
totalizing solution to the public’s problems by altering the landscape of the country itself 
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according to his vision. Apart from the grandly ambitious nature of such a project, the 
undercurrent of elitism is notable – Tyrrell’s work exists above the work of ordinary people 
working the land; indeed, it is essential to Tyrrell’s “vision” that this is so. 
This elitist undercurrent of Tyrrell’s idealism persists over the course of the play, as even 
those close to him are subject to the assumed superiority that comes along with his idealism. In 
response to Ussher’s rather reasonable questions about the heather field’s ability to continue to 
produce grass, Tyrrell accuses him of a prosaic lack of understanding:  
TYRRELL (scornfully): Will that continue? Who ever heard so absurd a question. As 
well ask will the air continue to bear up the birds? Will its myriad life continue to pant 
under the sea? Come – my old friend, my brother – I will not have you talk in this 
discouraging way and make such insinuations, as if you were indeed nothing more than 
mere country neighbours, who cannot understand my ideas. No, you must believe me, 
and inspire me with heart. (HF 222; emphasis mine) 
Tyrrell thus is not only willing to align those who question the success of the land reclamation 
scheme with “mere country neighbours”, but he also equates any criticism or questioning of his 
ideals as a lack of understanding – he is, in a sense, totalizing in his demands for complete 
support of the land reclamation scheme (the true root, arguably, of his dispute with Grace). 
Even as Tyrrell and Ussher consider the land reclamation scheme a manifestation of the 
former’s idealism – an idealism that by the end of Act II is revealed to have nationalist as well as 
imaginative dimensions– it nonetheless requires domesticating and subduing the heather field. 
Given the play’s tendency to associate the heather field with a romanticized notion of Ireland 
(not unlike Cathleen ni Houlihan’s “four beautiful green fields”), Tyrrell’s repeated attempts to 
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domesticate the field, reshape it according to his vision, and turn it to the end of material profit 
call the value of his idealism into question. Tyrrell’s idealism is expressed in the pursuit of 
concrete, material ends – he fails to play the role of the “practical man” (HF 221) in the eyes of 
his peers, yet his attempts at land reclamation evidently are part of his pursuit of profit and entry 
into a capitalist economy that appears to extend beyond the local system of landlordism (is it 
important to keep in mind that Tyrrell, like Ussher, is a landowner, granting him a relatively 
privileged position in the Western rural economy) in which he takes part; however, as we have 
seen above, Tyrrell views this as an essentially patriotic goal. This is an important ambiguity that 
signals the ambivalent relationship between realism and idealism throughout the play. How, we 
might ask, is Tyrrell’s “idealist” scheme different in function from the practical subjects and 
commercial ends Yeats and others associate with English colonizers and their culture? In 
pursuing a nebulously patriotic idealism, Tyrrell grows by Act III into a twisted, exploitative 
version of the “practical man” he has resisted becoming.  
Martyn stages the tensions and anxieties about the realism-idealism divide in the Revival 
not only by working towards an indictment of Tyrrell’s channeling of his “idealism” into land 
reclamation, but also by exploring the tenuous position of Tyrrell’s idealism in an inescapably 
material, “real” world. While he is initially accused of madness by others, it eventually becomes 
the consequence of his (arguably misapplied) idealism along with his family’s financial ruin. As 
we have already seen, Ussher and the local community readily recognize Tyrrell’s dreamy 
qualities (though Ussher is the only one to valorize that quality), while Tyrrell himself readily 
acknowledges his ambivalent position between the roles of the “dreamer” and the “practical 
man”. (HF 221) However, Tyrrell’s idealism is rendered as a largely unintelligible quality in the 
real, historically specific world in which the play is grounded.  
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The unintelligible (or incommunicable) nature of Tyrrell’s idealism simultaneously 
creates a distance between him and his material and social realities – a distance he often fails to 
recognize. As early as Act I, Martyn suggests that Tyrrell is unable to distinguish between 
dreams and reality. As Tyrrell and Miles fondly recall their travels abroad among “fairy towns” 
(HF 226) in contrast to Tyrrell’s current marital and business difficulties, Tyrrell remarks that 
“somehow I feel that persons and objects are receding from me and becoming more unreal in 
these later times […] I often think that my life of pain and unrest here is only a dream after all.” 
(HF 227) When Miles attempts to suggest that his brother’s suffering informs his sense of 
distance from reality and is bound to pass, Tyrrell resists: “No, oh no. It would be too much to 
expect that. A dream – a bad dream (as if suddenly illumined), yet with intervals too of 
wakefulness now and then.” This “wakefulness” is fundamentally associated with the heather 
field: 
MILES (approaching him): Of wakefulness? What do you mean? What are those 
intervals?  
TYRRELL: When I am out in the heather field.   
MILES: The heather field?  
TYRRELL (with enthusiasm): Yes – the great mountain field out there (points out at 
back), that it was my ideal to bring to fruitfulness. There I awaken to true life indeed, as I 
stand looking over the Atlantic; and sea winds sweep against my feet the young grass in 
its matchless Irish green that gleams a golden green in the Autumn sun to-day. There am 
I haunted by those departed joys of my youth – again and again. (HF 227-228) 
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Even Miles is uncertain how to respond to this idealized account of the heather field as Tyrrell’s 
site of “wakefulness”, suggesting the ideal and imaginative qualities he locates there are, in 
general, intelligible only to himself: 
MILES (with a puzzled look): There? But why there, Carden. Why there more than anywhere 
else?  
TYRRELL: Oh you matter-of-fact Miles – still the same as the little wise Miles of long ago, 
who used to ask such quaint questions. How different we are? Yet how delightful I always 
find you. ‘Why there?’ you ask. Ha, ha!  
MILES: (a little disconcerted): Evidently you consider it a superfluous question. But I think I 
may very reasonably ask it all the same.  
TYRRELL: Well, then, because there after years of joyless stagnation I find myself again in 
an ideal domain – away from fretful surroundings – alone! Except for little Kit who loves the 
mountains and its wild flowers. You know, Miles, how like I have said he now looks to what 
you were in the old days? At moments, indeed, I can hardly believe it is he and not you. So 
his presence there is no hindrance to that evocation of the past. No; he serves rather to 
quicken the magic of the heather field. (HF 227) 
Even as Tyrrell constructs the heather field here as a site in which he can access an imaginative 
ideal and a link to his personal past as well as an imaginative “absolute past”, what he refers to 
here as “wakefulness” is in fact a further retreat into imagination and memory, a retreat that is 
further emphasized as Tyrrell moves on (to Miles’ alarm) to joyfully describe the “voices” and 
“celestial song” he hears while in the heather field. If the field is a site of wakefulness, Martyn 
seems to suggest, it is a site of false wakefulness. 
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The interrelated currents of Tyrrell’s idealism, his elitism, and the unintelligibility of his 
idea(l)s, combined with Ussher’s interference in Grace’s attempt to remove Tyrrell’s control 
over the family property on medical grounds, allow him to push the land reclamation scheme 
forward. Once the practical barriers of Grace’s opposition have been undermined (underscoring 
what little “prosy influence” she could in fact exert over her husband), Tyrrell’s idealism finally 
emerges as a destructive force in Act III. At the outset of Act III, it is revealed that Tyrrell’s 
scheme has been disrupted by the Land Agitation. The heather field, we discover via Tyrrell’s 
young son Kit, still has yet to be rented; thus it has failed to generate income to make up the cost 
of reclaiming the field, let alone generating the profit Tyrrell imagined. (HF 254) To cope with 
the dual financial pressures of the land reclamation costs as well as the rents he has had to reduce 
by order of the Land Commission, Tyrrell chooses to evict his tenants. This action has made 
Tyrrell a virtual prisoner in his home due to the threat of violence from his evicted tenants, yet he 
refuses to abandon the heather field despite Ussher and Miles’ attempts to convince him to give 
up the scheme: 
USSHER (gives a quick look at Tyrrell. Then after a short pause --) Well, if you won’t 
leave here, at all events try and settle with those peasants, so that you may dispense with 
police and be able to go about again.  
TYRRELL: Settle? How could I settle with them? The only settlement they would hear 
of I could never grant. Oh no – a nice ending, indeed, that would be to our battle!  
USSHER: Is there no compromise you will come to? 
TYRRELL: I will reinstate the evicted, if they pay in full their rents and the costs I have 
incurred on their account.  
USSHER: Oh, that is no compromise at all.  
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TYRRELL: Well, it is as much as I can agree to. I told these people when they struck, 
that I could not afford to give abatements on rents which had already been reduced so 
much by the Land Commission, and I can less afford to give any now with pressing 
mortgagees who have not been paid for so long.  
USSHER: But would it not be better to get some rent for that land instead of leaving it 
idle? Others, you know, will not dare to take it from you.  
TYRRELL: I cannot help that. I must work it myself. (HF 256) 
Tyrrell’s troubles here, despite the threat of peasant violence, appear to be largely self-inflicted: 
his inability to give abatements on rents or to reinstate evicted tenants stems from his inability to 
pay his own mortgagees, having over-invested his resources in a land reclamation venture that 
stubbornly refuses to pay off. The implication that the work has been driven by peasant labor via 
those who have “struck” adds a further exploitative cast to Tyrrell’s idealism. However, he 
remains obstinate, insisting that “if the worst should come, I have always the great resource […] 
The heather field!” (HF 256) In refusing to abandon his ideals, he has neglected his own tenants, 
causing material suffering.  
The parallel to the impending financial ruin of his family is also noteworthy here; Grace’s 
prosaic perspective becomes increasingly sympathetic as she comes to terms with the financial 
ruin facing her and her son. As Tyrrell and Ussher argue over whether to abandon the heather 
field, Grace arrives with news of yet another debt:  
GRACE (holding out a paper): A dreadful-looking man has just handed me this. 
TYRRELL: Let me see (takes paper). Ah –  
GRACE: I have so often asked you for money to pay this person.  
TYRRELL: I am very sorry, I have nothing to give you. 
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GRACE: Alas, you always had plenty to squander on that mountain.  
TYRRELL: That was Government money, and it could not honestly be expended except 
on the object for which it was advanced.  
GRACE: I am afraid I must have some of it now. I cannot be left in this condition. 
TYRRELL: Indeed you shall not have one penny of it.  
GRACE: What – you mean to leave me under the stigma of such an insult? (HF 259) 
Once again, one questions whether Grace is the overbearing domestic figure Tyrrell and Ussher 
imagine her to be at the outset of the play, as she remains entirely subject to Tyrrell’s control 
over the estate’s financial resources. As she calls Ussher to account for his role in bringing the 
estate to the current crisis, she laments the impending loss of her home and her ability to provide 
for her son:  
GRACE: Yes – I see now how it all will be. The child and I will be driven out, ruined, to 
battle with the world […] You destroyed my last chance of saving our home. I might 
have kept it lovingly for Kit until he grew to be a man; but now I see it must go from us. I 
shall have to bid everything farewell - -the familiar rooms – the garden where I found an 
occupation for my life – even those common useless things about the house I have been 
accustomed to look at for years. Oh, you don’t know what it is – this parting from those 
everyday things of one’s life. (HF 259) 
Grace’s prosaic materialism is now recast as a rather more sympathetic (and realistic) material 
practicality in the service of preserving her family’s material interests. 
The final financial and psychological blow comes in the form of Miles’ news that the 
Tyrrell estate’s chief mortgagee intends to foreclose on the property. (HF 261) Even Tyrrell 
cannot ignore this setback, exclaiming “Oh ruin! Ruin!” in “humiliation and despair” (HF 262). 
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In this moment of crisis, he retreats physically and psychologically into the site of his ideals, 
asserting his ownership of the heather field even as the rest of his property faces foreclosure:  
TYRRELL (suddenly turning): All, do you say? No – not all. This vulture cannot touch 
the heather field! My hope – it is my only hope now, and it will save me in the end. Ha, 
ha! these wise ones! They did not think the barren mountain of those days worth naming 
in their deed. But now that mountain is a great green field worth more than all they can 
seize, (with a strange intensity) and it is mine – all mine! (Exit by door at right.) (HF 
262) 
The play then closes with what Ussher calls “the vengeance of the heather field”. (HF 265) After 
Tyrrell makes his exit, Kit arrives to unwittingly announce the final failure of the land 
reclamation project: 
USSHER (gloomily): Heaven help [Grace] – heaven help them all. What is to be done?  
TYRRELL, carrying a small white bundle enters through door at back.)  
KIT: (placing the bundle on sofa): Barry, the pony is splendid. I had such galloping over 
the heather field.  
USSHER: Well, did you bring back any flowers? 
KIT: They have not yet come out. All I could find were these little buds in my 
 handkerchief. (Unties the bundle) Look.  
USSHER (with a start): What – buds of heather? Has your father seen these, Kit? (HF 
264-265) 
With the reappearance of the wild heather on the field, it becomes clear that Tyrrell’s 
attempts to domesticate the field for profit – the expression of his idealism – has failed. Tyrrell 
then reappears to demonstrate the other element of the heather field’s “revenge”, having 
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reassumed the speech and manner of the “eerie ethereal youth [Ussher] knew so well”. (HF 267) 
However, he has entirely forgotten the events of the last ten years, including his marriage to 
Grace and the birth of his son, mistaking Kit for a younger Miles. Ussher’s attempts to make 
Tyrrell recall his marriage and the last ten years of his life cause his expressions to shift from 
“vaguely painful” to ones of “vacant calm” as he denies any memory of what has happened, 
suggesting a kind of disassociation from his own memories. As the play closes, Tyrrell retreats 
into the newly wild space of the heather field, enraptured by music and voices perceivable only 
by himself: 
TYRRELL (turns surprised) Miss Desmond – Oh (with emotion and signs of struggle) 
Oh, where is that beauty now – that music of the morning? (Suddenly arrested) Such 
strange solemn harmonies. (Listens.) The voices – yes, they are filling the house – those 
white-stoled children of the morning. (His eyes after a moment wander slowly to the 
doorway at back) Oh, the rainbow! (To KIT) Come quick, see the lovely rainbow! (They 
go to watch it hand in hand.) Oh, mystic highway of man’s speechless longings! My 
heart goes forth upon the rainbow to that horizon of joy! (With a fearful exaltation) The 
voices – I hear them now triumphant in a silver glory of song! (HF 268) 
It is perhaps tempting to read this moment of “vengeance” as a redemptive moment for Tyrrell 
and a vindication of his idealism, as he escapes into the imaginative beauty of his youth in the 
throes of exaltation (with a rainbow in the backdrop to boot). In such a reading, the heather field 
would seem to have revenged itself not upon Tyrrell, but upon Grace, the peasants, and those 
other representatives of the social and material world Tyrrell spent the play resisting. However, 
such a reading does not satisfactorily take into account the exploitative nature of Tyrrell’s project 
(not only of the field itself, but also of the peasants who have similarly turned against him). 
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Tyrrell’s final breakdown is rendered as a retreat into his own past, but he is not aligned with the 
heather field as he believed – the heather’s re-blossoming signals both the failure of Tyrrell’s 
ability to realize his scheme (and thus his ideal) and his impending madness. It is possible (even 
plausible) to claim that Tyrrell’s idealism has been twisted by his years of marriage to the prosaic 
Grace; in such a reading, we might see the heather field reclaiming Tyrrell as one of its own.  
Given Martyn’s explicit alignment of the heather field with an essential and idealized 
Irishness, such as reading would be well in line with the anti-realist work typified by Yeats and 
the early Revival. However, Martyn himself seems ambivalent about such an anti-realist 
tendency, as he is careful to emphasize that Tyrrell’s vision and idealism are synonymous with 
his attempts to reclaim and monetize the heather field, even aligning this kind of reclamation 
with the goals of cultural nationalism (another, less material sort of land reclamation, yet both 
have nationalist goals in mind). Moreover, Grace’s own consistent resistance to the reclamation 
of the heather field, as well as Martyn’s attention to the material consequences of the scheme for 
her and her family, suggest that Tyrrell’s “vision” cannot precisely be read as a perverse attempt 
to align his idealism with the material values of Grace and the local community. In this sense, 
Martyn plays with realistic narratives of social integration even as he presents a deeply 
ambivalent perspective on an Irish idealism: Tyrrell imagines the expression of his idealism will 
constitute an entry into a capitalist economy and material world on his own terms, but it succeeds 
only in rendering the real world, and his real relationships, all the more unintelligible to him. 
Martyn thus registers considerable ambivalence and anxiety about the value and uses of an 
aestheticized, romantic Irish idealism such as Tyrrell’s even as he is not quite willing to put 
forward an entirely realist work. 
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Tyrrell’s obstinate idealism in a set of decidedly real historical and material 
circumstances, together with the pressure to align his ideals with that material world, has both 
material and intangible consequences: Tyrrell retreats entirely from reality (he and his material 
and social world are thus rendered mutually unintelligible by the end of the play) at the moment 
he assures his family’s financial ruin. In this sense, Tyrrell stages intense anxieties about the 
place of a nebulous Irish idealism – one that echoes that of Yeats and the early Revival – in the 
historical circumstances of the play – which, importantly, are the same as the circumstances of 
the play’s audience.  To borrow Yeats’ terms, the play is decidedly of its own time even as it 
stages the perils of longing too fervently for a hazily conceived national ideal and national past. 
While it is unlikely that Tyrrell is a direct analogue for Yeats or any other proponent of an 
idealist Irish cultural nationalism, it is difficult to ignore the parallels between the far-reaching 
nature of Tyrrell’s land reclamation project (and its inseparability from his idealism) and the 
cultural nationalist project of the Revival, given his insistence that his quasi-imaginative work is 
an alternative to legislative or political solutions to Ireland’s problems and his predictions that 
his work will change the face of the nation. Particularly in the context of Yeats’ shifting 
relationship to notions of realism and idealism informed by Symbolism (it is important to recall 
Yeats’ influential status in the Revival and Irish Literary Theatre, of which Martyn was quite 
aware) and the realist-symbolist conversation among Revival writers, it is likely that Carden 
Tyrrell is one register of Martyn’s anxieties about the place of idealist cultural nationalism. 
 
Martyn’s commentaries on the Abbey Theatre during and after his involvement provide 
further grounding for the anxieties dramatized in The Heather Field. His commentaries from the 
1901 editions of Samhain and Beltaine (appearing alongside some of the Yeats commentaries I 
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explore above) suggest a position on idealism and Irish subjects not substantially divergent from 
Yeats’ own at this time; in “A Comparison between English and Irish Stage Audiences” 
(Beltaine, 1901), he claims that England’s “half-civilized” nature is reflected in its drama and 
theatre audiences, arguing that “since the [English] people and classes are such, it is scarcely 
surprising that their later literature, created by a false system of education, should be the vapid 
and vulgar thing it is.” English theater may be a hotbed of moral decadence and empty 
cosmopolitanism,  “[b]ut turning to Ireland what do we see? Instead of a vast cosmopolitanism 
and vulgarity, there is an idealism founded upon the ancient genius of the land.”28 Martyn 
appears to take an extreme separatist, anti-English view here, even going as far as to reject the 
English language itself. What Martyn advocates here, particularly in his calls for an idealism 
that, by implication, is “purer” than English vulgarity and decadence, is a national literature that 
seems little removed in substance from the culturally and morally “pure” idealism Yeats 
promoted in his earlier career (even as the latter adapted Symbolist techniques and sociopolitical 
ideas to do so).  
However, in the same piece, Martyn calls for foreign influence from the Continent – not 
England – for “Dublin has more the character of a Continental than English city.”29 A tension, 
perhaps even incoherence, thus obtains in Martyn’s conception of an Irish theatre and audience. 
If Ireland is a space free from the social and aesthetic decadence of cosmopolitanism, why might 
he conceive of Dublin as a Continental city at heart? Why does the Continental theatre offer 
resources that the English theatre cannot? Notably, Martyn is rather vague about what these 
resources are, or what specifically makes a Continental influence in an Irish theatre desirable. 
While this exacerbates the seeming incoherence of his position in this piece, it is worth recalling 
                                                
28 Martyn, “A Comparison between English and Irish Stage Audiences” (Beltaine, 1901), 11-12 
29 Ibid.,13 
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that he is still working closely with Yeats, Lady Gregory, and the leading figures of the Abbey 
Theatre at this point. Given the positions we have seen Yeats espouse in his earlier career, what 
risks might Martyn have incurred in calling more explicitly for an international theatre, or failing 
to cautiously skirt the issue of exactly what resources he saw in a Continental theatre? 
In tracing Martyn’s participation in the realist-Symbolist conversation (which, as the 
Yeats and Martyn commentaries I have explored so far suggest, was congruous with debates 
about cosmopolitan and local influence in Revival writing), it must be emphasized that Martyn 
himself telegraphs an awareness of the considerable influence of Yeats (and, by extension, Lady 
Gregory) on the artistic ethos of the Abbey Theatre. This awareness is likely to have informed 
not only the heavily moderated (and somewhat inconsistent) position on the role of international 
influences in an Irish theater Martyn demonstrates above – and the deeply conflicted staging of 
the realist-idealist tension in The Heather Field – particularly in light of Martyn’s printed 
reactions against the Abbey Theatre after his departure.  
After his departure from the Abbey, Martyn grows far more willing not only to criticize 
its aesthetic and nationalist goals, but also to yoke those goals to its founders’ personal qualities. 
In an article calling for the revival of the Irish Literary Theatre (as distinct from the later Abbey 
Theatre) published in New Ireland in April 1914, he suggests that the Abbey will die out with 
Yeats and Lady Gregory, claiming that Yeats’ personal qualities – “Napoleonic and 
consummate”, with a remarkable ability to “defy opposition” – have had more to do with the 
Abbey’s success than its nativist subject matter. (IDM 79-80) The Abbey’s emphasis on peasant 
plays, he believes, has limited the Abbey aesthetically and has attenuated its international appeal, 
noting that the Abbey’s actors, having played only peasant characters, would be “practically 
useless for making money on the English stage”. (IDM 80) For Martyn, this unnecessarily limits 
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an Irish theatre with the potential to produce far more realistic drama than England’s “lucrative 
drawing-room plays”; rather, he calls for an Irish theater that “deal[s] with the lives and 
problems of people more complex at all events.” (IDM 80-81) 
In an extension of his earlier but less coherent calls for an international (and, less 
explicitly, realistic) impulse in an Irish theatre, Martyn here proposes a theatrical project that, in 
enlarging its scope beyond the peasant play and rural Irish subject matter and dialect, becomes 
more faithfully representative of a broader national ethos:  
I feel that, however depressed and ruined we may have been by English government and 
our own inept acquiescence by often playing into the hands of the enemy, we have still 
some inhabitants left in Ireland who are not peasants, and that a theatre which only treats 
of peasant life can never be considered, no matter how good it may be, more than a folk 
theatre. Consequently only partially representative of Ireland, it cannot be compared with 
those national theatres in Europe which represent so completely the minds of the various 
countries where they exist. (IDM 83; emphasis mine)30   
In its emphasis on a too narrow version of the Irish local, Martyn argues, cultural nationalism has 
failed to capture and represent a national ethos. Even as Martyn attempts to enlarge that scope to 
some extent by emphasizing middle- and upper-class characters and historically specific 
characters in The Heather Field, the play’s restriction to a rural milieu helps to set the stage for 
the conflict between realism and idealism that leads to the ruin of Carden Tyrrell and his family. 
                                                
30 It is worth noting that Yeats continued to associate realism with urban audiences even in his 
later career, suggesting Martyn would have had little recourse in his dissatisfaction with the 
Abbey’s preferred formal techniques and scope of subject matter. In a 1924 lecture on the Irish 
dramatic movement, Yeats not only points to an urban-rural divide in the adoption of Gaelic 
literature, but also complains that because “somebody must teach reality and justice” in the 
cities, the Abbey found itself “in a quarrel with public opinion that compelled us against our own 
will and the will of our players to become always more realistic, substituting dialect for verse, 
common speech for dialect.” (A 412) 
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Indeed, Martyn was dissatisfied with the Abbey’s production of The Heather Field, 
linking problems with its production to the theatre’s limited emphasis on the peasant play. In 
attempting to produce literary and psychological dramas suitable to the goals of the Abbey 
Theatre, as opposed to peasant dramas that simply “[did] not interest [him]”, (IDM 81) he 
encountered a fundamental conflict with the Abbey’s goals that influenced the composition and 
the production of his early plays. In his association of the Abbey’s artistic scope with its leading 
figures (especially Yeats), Martyn’s ambivalence stems not only from his relationship with 
Yeats, but also from his ambivalence about the aesthetic and sociopolitical currents the latter 
originally brought to his treatment of the Irish peasant subject. By explicitly decoupling his own 
theatrical project from Yeats specifically, extending the scope of an Irish theatre to urban and 
middle-class subjects and concerns, and advocating for the incorporation of Continental (as 
opposed to English) literary forms into an Irish national literature, Martyn makes an important 
contribution to the realist-Symbolist conversation by pointing to the limitations of a peasant-
oriented idealism and beginning to raise the possibilities of realisms not associated with England. 
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Chapter 3: Modernist Commitment and Realist Ambivalence in the Irish Periphery: J.M. 
Synge and the Question of Verisimilitude 
 
On January 26th, 1907, Dublin’s Abbey Theatre opened a seven-performance series of 
John Millington Synge’s peasant plays Riders to the Sea and The Playboy of the Western World. 
Riders to the Sea, a one-act tragedy, and The Playboy, a three-act comedy, each dealt closely 
with the rural population of the West of Ireland, yet audiences received the two plays very 
differently. Synge’s close familiarity with the Western peasantry and the local vernacular, 
developed during his extended stays on the Aran Islands between 1898 and 1902, informed the 
language and events of both plays. Thus, each play may be read in part as a realistic staging of 
the rural West, a space that otherwise existed in the urban Irish imagination as a haven for a 
romanticized and culturally “pure” Irishness. Synge’s approach to the West tended to favor 
realism over romanticism; his location of The Playboy in relation to romanticism and Ibsenian 
intellectual realism is worth quoting at length: 
In the modern literature of the towns, however, richness is found only in the sonnets, or 
prose poems, or in one or two elaborate books that are far away from the common and 
profound interests of life. One has, on one side, Mallarmé and Huysmans producing this 
literature; and on the other, Ibsen and Zola dealing with the reality of life in joyless and 
pallid works. On the stage one must have reality and one must have joy; and that is why 
the intellectual modern drama has failed, and people have grown sick of the false joy of 
the musical comedy, that has been given them in place of the rich joy found only in what 
is superb and wild in reality. (112, emphasis mine)  
Synge differentiates his work from modern drama not on the grounds of realism – he makes his 
commitment to “the reality of life” clear – but rather on the role comedy, or “joy”, could play in 
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conjunction with realism as a departure from the realism of Ibsen or Zola.1 Following the 
emphasis Synge places here on reworking and extending the grounds of realism in modern 
drama, particularly that which deals with sites of cultural nationalism like the Irish West, this 
chapter proposes that Synge, with his work in the Irish periphery, produced a politically 
committed writing that undercuts the antimimetic tendencies of modernism while destabilizing 
nationalist ideology. In other words, in order to enact their political commitments, Synge adapted 
realism’s resources to destabilize national myths in ways that foreground the emergence of an 
Irish modernism. 
Recent criticism of politically committed modernism in general and Irish modernism in 
particular is engaged with ideas of peripheral and global modernism that have the potential to 
broaden both the historical and aesthetic boundaries of modernism as such. Jessica Berman has 
recently argued for a model of politically committed transnational modernisms that move beyond 
the canonical modernisms of Europe and the United States, claiming that “modernist narrative 
might best be seen as a constellation of rhetorical actions, attitudes, or aesthetic occasions, 
motivated by the particular and varied situations of economic, social, and cultural modernity 
worldwide and shaped by the ethical and political demands of those situations.”2 However, in her 
broadening of the formal boundaries of modernism, Berman emphasizes that politically 
                                                
1 As I will discuss in more detail later in this section, detractors of The Playboy such as Joseph 
Holloway attempted to discredit Synge’s claims to observational knowledge of the West by 
pointing to his time spent in France in order to associate him with naturalists such as Zola, along 
with a general association with “foreignness”. By specifically positioning his approach to 
comedy and realism in opposition to Continental versions of aestheticism as well as realism, 
Synge arguably anticipates these attacks while staking a claim for a specifically Irish and rural 
version of realism. 
2 Berman, Modernist Commitments, 7, 21 
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committed modernisms remain antimimetic, “grounding their formal resistance to consensus-
based realism in their oppositional political engagement.”3  
 Taking a specific focus on the Irish periphery, Mark Quigley’s recent arguments for an 
Irish postcolonial “late” modernism draw on a similar model of peripheral modernisms. While he 
acknowledges that his model of Irish “late” modernism is in part characterized by adaptations of 
“archaic realist modes”, he argues that this late postcolonial modernism is nonetheless 
antimimetic at its core.4 In considering the question of politically committed writing (and the 
intersections between realism and modernism) in the Irish periphery, I suggest that we might 
rethink the idea of an entirely antimimetic modern Irish literature as well as the notion of realism 
as “archaic.” In keeping with recent criticism by Jed Esty and others that proposes the presence 
and critical potential of “peripheral realisms” in 20th-century writing and beyond, I argue that we 
might consider how the writing of the Irish periphery makes use of certain realist modes in order 
to marshal a critique of some strains of nationalist thought (thus engaging in a critique of then-
potential models of the postcolonial state).5 What makes certain writers of the early 20th-centurys 
Irish periphery such as Synge unique, I suggest, is that in order to enact political engagement in 
their writing, they adapt the resources of realism in ways that are continuous with modernism 
and perhaps prefigure the postcolonial Irish late modernism for which Quigley argues. I will 
briefly consider an early case here – the controversy surrounding The Playboy of the Western 
World – in order to propose some ways in which late-colonial Irish writing might be 
characterized by not only its political engagement, but also by the continuities between realist 
and modernist modes that make their commitment legible. 
                                                
3 Berman, Modernist Commitments, 8-9 
4 Quigley, Empire’s Wake, 7 
5 See Esty and Lye, “Peripheral Realisms Now” (MLQ 73:3) 
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 The disputes over the first performances of The Playboy demonstrate how, at the earliest 
stages of British modernism, questions of political commitment in the Irish periphery were 
bound up with questions of verisimilitude and what constituted literary faithfulness to a national 
“core,” even as the play and the reactions it provoked call attention to the competing versions of 
a national “core” at play in late-colonial Ireland.6 In addition to the notorious riots that 
accompanied the first performances of Synge’s play in January 1907, a parallel debate ensued in 
newspaper reviews and letters that reveal uncertainty over not only whether Synge’s play was 
anti-nationalist, but also whether it was realistic or something else entirely – and what the 
conjunction of commitment and expectations of verisimilitude suggested about an incipient 
national literature. I begin by considering how Synge’s apparently hybrid mode of comedy and 
realism in The Playboy led to a failure of each in the eyes of his Dublin audiences in order to 
establish the context for the debate over the play’s verisimilitude in the Dublin press. As I will 
address in the following sections, this debate helps to reveal a more complicated negotiation of 
verisimilitude and stereotype (exacerbated by the play’s comedic elements). This negotiation, I 
argue, identifies The Playboy as a work that spurred open conversation about what a specifically 
Irish dramatic realism might look like while foregrounding the transition to a politically 
committed Irish modernism.   
 
 
 
                                                
6 Mark Quigley suggests the question of a national core is at play in his argument for an Irish late 
modernism, though he argues that the idea of a fixed or defined national core is undermined by 
late-modernist writers such as O’Faoláin and Beckett (see Empire’s Wake, 7). What 
differentiates Synge’s work from these later writers, I want to suggest, is that he calls attention to 
versions of a national core that are already multiple rather than specifically seeking to fragment 
the idea of a fixed, essentialized Irishness. 
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I. 
 The initial (and sharply divergent) reactions to Riders to the Sea and The Playboy 
demonstrate how the latter’s elements of comedy and satire set the terms of a (seemingly) failed 
comedy/realism hybrid. Riders to the Sea, a tragic account of an Aran family, was 
enthusiastically received throughout its run at the Abbey. By contrast, The Playboy took a more 
darkly comic approach to the West, featuring the misadventures of a would-be parricide, Christy 
Mahon, who flees to a remote Mayo village. Once there, his alleged crimes earn him virtual 
celebrity. The Abbey’s audiences reacted as unfavorably to the play’s heavily vernacular and 
often coarse dialogue as they did to the implication that the rural community could condone and 
even valorize criminal acts. In Act III, Christy’s remark that he will not leave the village and the 
publican’s daughter Pegeen Mike even if presented with “a drift of chosen females standing in 
their shifts” provoked an already displeased audience into booing and hissing, forcing the actors 
to perform the remainder of the play in dumb show (W.G. Fay, who portrayed Christy, arguably 
did not help matters by ad-libbing “Mayo girls” for “chosen females”7). This reaction to Synge’s 
vernacular realism, according to some accounts, escalated into full-scale riots at subsequent 
performances; according to theatergoer Joseph Holloway, police were called to keep order in the 
theater beginning with the third performance. The riots did not subside until the seventh and final 
performance. Accounts of the riots suggest that Dublin audiences regarded the play as an affront 
to the Western peasantry and, by extension, to Irish patriotism in general. Holloway’s account of 
the riots suggests that audiences reserved their ire solely for The Playboy: while Riders to the Sea 
was performed immediately before The Playboy, audiences continued to receive the former 
favorably, protesting only when The Playboy began. 
                                                
7 See Joseph Holloway, Joseph Holloway’s Abbey Theatre (ed. Robert Hogan and Michael J. 
O’Neill), 277n 
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The markedly different reactions to two plays by the same author, ones that share the 
same rural subjects and investment in verisimilitude on the level of vernacular and local life, 
raise questions about the adaptability of realism to seemingly divergent genres such as tragedy 
and comedy, especially in the context of a nationalist theater project. Early reactions to The 
Playboy rejected the verisimilitude of Synge’s account of the Mayo peasantry even more 
stridently than they registered indignation about the play’s perceived indecency. Holloway, for 
example, outright rejected the possibility of the play’s verisimilitude: “I maintain that […] The 
Playboy is not a truthful or just picture of the Irish peasants, but simply the outpouring of a 
morbid, unhealthy mind ever seeking on the dunghill of life for the nastiness that is concealed 
there.”8 Similarly, the playwright William Boyle withdrew his plays from the Abbey “as a 
protest against your action in attempting to force a play […] upon the Dublin public contrary to 
their protests of its being a gross misrepresentation of the character of our Western peasantry.”9 
Boyle thus conflates the supposed failure to represent the Irish peasantry accurately with a failure 
of patriotic sentiment. Holloway’s journals also equate the seemingly false with the unpatriotic 
and foreign, obliquely calling attention to Synge’s time spent in France as another means of 
denying his claim to accurate knowledge of the West: “Irish people can stand any amount of hard 
things being said of them if there is truth at the back of them, but what they won’t stand for a 
moment is libellous falsehoods such as those contained in The Playboy and such-like foreign 
tainted stuff that makes them out [to be] sensual blackguards, cruel monsters, and irreligious 
brutes.”10 These reactions suggest that Dublin audiences were unwilling to accept a portrayal of 
the West if the portrayal was too unflatteringly comedic, to the extent that they understood the 
                                                
8 Joseph Holloway, Joseph Holloway’s Abbey Theatre (ed. Robert Hogan and Michael J. 
O’Neill), 81 
9 Quoted in Holloway, Joseph Holloway’s Abbey Theatre, 87 
10 Holloway, Joseph Holloway’s Abbey Theatre, 94; emphasis mine 
   
 129 
play as a satire of the peasantry so removed from reality that the satire blurred into libel. 
Comedic or even satirical representation of the Irish peasantry is acceptable, these critics 
suggest, if the audience can assume a degree of verisimilitude – a verisimilitude that the audience 
denies is possible for The Playboy. However, Synge in fact attempted faithfulness to 
verisimilitude while creating the conditions for comedy, yet this combination strained his 
audiences’ credulity. In the context of a nationalist theatrical project, can verisimilitude and 
comedy comfortably coexist, particularly where disparate segments of the local population are 
involved?  
 In his recent study Satire in an Age of Realism, Aaron Matz coins the term “satirical 
realism” to explore how late Victorian realism inevitably blurs into satire. In other words, 
realistic observation becomes indistinguishable from satire as all objects available for 
observation become universally subject to censure (the governing energy behind satire). 
Conventionally, realism’s observational methods set out to inspire sympathy rather than censure; 
in Matz’s model, realism blurs into satire when sympathy becomes indistinguishable from a 
universally “censorious essence”, resulting in a form of “terminal realism.”11 While I draw upon 
Matz’s model of satirical realism to unravel how and why Synge attempts to merge realism and 
comedy in The Playboy, I argue that what I am calling Synge’s realistic comedy diverges from 
satirical realism in ways that may be ascribed not only to his relatively narrow local focus on the 
rural West of Ireland, but also to his awareness of writing for a cultural nationalist project with a 
largely urban and educated audience. By negotiating faithfulness to verisimilitude in relation to 
the West and the expectations of Dublin audiences, Synge develops a hybrid mode of realism 
and comedy in which sympathy has not entirely been foreclosed while his targets of censure are 
                                                
11 See Matz, Satire in an Age of Realism, ix, 2 
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relatively amorphous. The result is a realistic comedy that, for those who witnessed and 
participated in the Playboy riots, exceeds the acceptable boundaries of not only comedy but also, 
and still more importantly, verisimilitude. While Synge’s contemporaries read the play as an 
unreasonable and universal censure of the West – almost as a version of satirical realism – 
reading the play in the context of Synge’s source material reveals a professed commitment to 
verisimilitude as well as an ambivalent balance of sympathy and censure. What initially appears 
to be a censorious portrayal of the peasantry has an arguable basis in observation (and sympathy) 
when read in context, while Christy’s subject position as a relative outsider to the Western 
community results in his becoming an object of inconsistent censure. These ambivalent currents 
of sympathy and censure, of verisimilitude and comedy, contribute to its audience’s incredulous 
reaction. 
In contrast to the repeated denials that The Playboy could be understood as realistic, 
Synge was quite careful to emphasize the attention he paid to verisimilitude in his portrayal of 
the West despite its comedic framework. Synge’s preface (which, Holloway’s account suggests, 
appeared in the program at the play’s first performances12) points immediately to his intensive 
use of rural vernacular in his dialogue, a form of linguistic realism that is the most obvious 
register of the play’s verisimilitude: “I have used one or two words only that I have not heard 
among the country people of Ireland, or spoken in my own nursery before I could read the 
newspapers.”13  Synge also emphasizes the documentary underpinnings of the play as if to 
emphasize and defend his claim to verisimilitude beyond his vernacular realism, insisting that 
“Any one who has lived in real intimacy with the Irish peasantry will know that the wildest 
                                                
12 See Holloway, Joseph Holloway’s Abbey Theatre, 81 
13 J.M. Synge, The Playboy of the Western World, in Collected Plays and Poems and The Aran 
Islands (ed. Alison Smith), 111 
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sayings and ideas in this play are tame indeed.”14 In light of the accusations of falsehood leveled 
against The Playboy, it is tempting to read Synge’s opening affirmations of the play’s 
authenticity as a kind of anticipation of his audience’s incredulous reactions. 
Indeed, Synge’s inspiration for the play’s central conceit of the peasantry’s sympathy for 
criminals was drawn from his own time spent documenting the West. Synge’s account of rural 
life in The Aran Islands includes an anecdote of a “Connaught man who killed his father with a 
blow of a spade when he was in passion, and then fled to this island and threw himself on the 
mercy of some of the natives with whom he was said to be related.”15 The islanders’ willingness 
to hide the criminal until he could escape overseas derived from what Synge calls an “impulse to 
protect the criminal [that] is universal in the west. It seems partly due to the association between 
justice and the hated English jurisdiction, but more directly to the primitive feeling of these 
people, who are never criminals yet always capable of crime, that a man will not do wrong 
unless he is under the influence of a passion which is as irresponsible as a storm on the sea.”16 
This incident, which is the basis for the Mayo peasants’ treatment of Christy in The Playboy, 
suggests that circumventing the law (that is, British colonial authority) is a patriotic gesture for 
the Western people. Synge’s unwillingness to pass judgment on this impulse to protect the 
criminal is noteworthy; similarly, his retelling of this anecdote is cognizant of urban-rural divides 
in a way that suggests a certain sympathy informs his observations: “It seems absurd to apply the 
same laws to these people and to the criminal classes of a city. The most intelligent man on 
Inishmaan has often spoken to me of his contempt of the law”.17 Even as Synge’s Dublin 
audiences accuse him of viciously satirizing and even libeling the West (that is, taking an 
                                                
14 Synge, The Playboy of the Western World, 111 
15 See Synge, The Aran Islands, in Collected Plays and Poems and The Aran Islands, 297-299 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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approach of extreme censure), Synge points out here that the very conditions of censure for his 
rural subjects are different from those of Synge’s primary audience. This difference informs 
much of the realistic comedy of The Playboy, one in which realistic observation does not entirely 
foreclose the possibility of sympathy.  
In the play’s first act, Synge begins to establish the hybrid mode of comedy and realism 
by pointing to the seemingly normative nature of violence in the rural Mayo setting while 
holding up figures of more conventional morality for ridicule. The most obvious target of 
ridicule – and thus the most obviously comic – is Shawn Keogh, a young farmer and suitor to 
Pegeen Mike, the local publican’s daughter. Importantly, Shawn is also the most emblematic of 
conventional values; notes to Synge’s early drafts of the play include the direction to “work 
through piece Shawn’s righteousness in contrast with Christy.”18 Shawn’s “righteousness” 
renders him a target for ridicule even before Christy makes his first appearance, as that 
righteousness is accompanied by cowardice and obsequious deference to authority (in this case, 
the local priest as well as the law). As the play opens, Shawn makes clear his intentions to marry 
Pegeen, his second cousin, pending a dispensation from the local priest, oblivious to Pegeen’s 
more immediate concerns about being left alone in the pub during the night while her father 
attends a wake: 
PEGEEN: [impatiently, throwing water from basin out of the door] Stop tormenting me 
with Father Reilly [imitating his voice], when I’m asking only what way I’ll pass these 
twelve hours of dark, and not take my death with the fear. [Looking out of door.] 
SHAWN [timidly]: Would I fetch you the Widow Quin, maybe. 
PEGEEN: Is it the like of that murderer? You’ll not, surely. (P 60-61) 
                                                
18 Synge, The Playboy of the Western World, in Collected Works Vol. IV (ed. Ann Saddlemyer), 
64n 
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Pegeen’s fears are not unrealistic: in tandem with its introduction of the comic figure of Shawn, 
the play establishes the ways in which violence is commonplace in their region. Along with her 
insinuation above that the Widow Quin is a self-made widow, Pegeen points (seemingly 
admiringly) to the various perpetrators of agrarian violence in their community, such as “Daneen 
Sullivan knocked the eye from a peeler, or Marcus Quin […] got six months for maiming ewes”. 
(P 59) Still more threatening are “the harvest boys with their tongues red for drink, and then ten 
tinkers is camped in the east glen, and the thousand militia – bad cess to them! – walking idle 
through the land[.]” (P 63)  Pegeen’s fear of violence throws Shawn’s fear of priestly 
disapproval into relief; he exacerbates the situation by informing her of “a kind of fellow above 
in the furzy ditch, groaning wicked like a maddening dog, the way it’s good cause you have, 
maybe, to be fearing now.” (P 61) As Pegeen demands to know why Shawn has not attempted to 
identify the man, his cowardice collides with his deference to official authority as well as his 
awareness of his status among the local men: 
PEGEEN [going after him]: And you never went near to see was he hurted or what ailed 
him at all? 
SHAWN: I did not, Pegeen Mike. It was a dark lonesome place to be hearing the like of 
him.  
PEGEEN: Well, you’re a daring fellow! And if they find his corpse stretched above in the 
dews of dawn, what will you say then to the peelers or the Justice of the Peace? 
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SHAWN: [thunderstruck]: I wasn’t thinking of that. For the love of God, Pegeen Mike, 
don’t let on I was speaking of him. Don’t tell your father and the men is coming above, 
for if they heard that story they’d have great blabbing this night at the wake.19  
Shawn’s double bind is rendered humorously, yet it speaks to the incompatibility of his various 
priorities. His “prudence”, in this case, not only inadvertently puts him at risk for conflict with 
the law, but also demonstrates a marked callousness that positions him as a target of ridicule as 
well as potential censure.  
 Shawn’s status as object of ridicule is heightened as he displays his deference to and fear 
of Church authority, rendered as a form of sexual cowardice. In response to Pegeen’s insistence 
that she not be left alone in the pub while her father and the local men attend the wake, her father 
suggests Shawn spend the night in the pub with her, pointing out he might reasonably be 
expected to look after her given the (apparent) inevitability of their marriage. As they are not yet 
married, Shawn takes this suggestion poorly: 
SHAWN [in horrified confusion]: I would and welcome, Michael James; but I’m afeard 
of Father Reilly, and what at all would the Holy Father and the Cardinals of Rome be 
saying if I did the like of that? 
MICHAEL [with contempt]: God help you! Can’t you sit by the hearth with the light lit 
and herself beyond in the room? You’ll do that surely, for I’ve heard there’s a queer 
fellow above going mad or getting his death, maybe, in the gripe of the ditch, so she’d be 
safer this night with a person here. 
                                                
19 Synge, The Playboy of the Western World (ed. Saddlemyer), 61. A previous typescript of the 
play includes a stage direction that Shawn should be demonstrably “proud of his prudence” as he 
confirms he has not investigated the man in the ditch (see 60n). 
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SHAWN [with plaintive despair]: I’m afeard of Father Reilly, I’m saying. Let you not be 
tempting me and we near married itself. (P 64-65) 
Michael laughingly dismisses Shawn’s concerns, leading to a disproportionate reaction on 
Shawn’s part. Shawn’s overwrought fear of the priests and of breaching a narrow set of moral 
codes not only stands in contrast to Michael’s more practical attitudes, but also demonstrates the 
extent of the contempt in which at least some of the local community holds him: 
SHAWN [turning back, wringing his hands]: Oh, Father Reilly and the saints of God, 
where will I hide myself today? Oh, St. Joseph and St. Patrick and St. Brigid and St. 
James, have mercy on me now! [He turns round, sees door clear and makes a rush for it.] 
MICHAEL [catching him by the coat-tail]: You’d be going, is it? 
SHAWN [screaming]: Leave me go, Michael James, leave me go, you old Pagan, leave 
me go or I’ll get the curse of the priests on you, and of the scarlet-coated bishops of the 
courts of Rome. [With a sudden movement he pulls himself out of his coat and disappears 
out of the door, leaving his coat in MICHAEL’s hands.] 
MICHAEL [turning round, and holding up coat]: Well, there’s the coat of a Christian 
man. Oh, there’s sainted glory this day in the lonesome west, and by the will of God I’ve 
got you a decent man, Pegeen, you’ll have no call to be spying after if you’ve a score of 
young girls, maybe, weeding in your fields. (P 65) 
At this early stage in the play, then, the tone is primarily comic, with its energies of ridicule (and 
implicit censure) directed at Shawn. His qualities of “prudence” and “righteousness” translate in 
the play’s setting as a callous, craven fear of authority, qualities that afford him little social 
cachet the Mayo village (as Michael is quite willing to point out, Pegeen need not fear other 
women tempting Shawn away from her). As we will see later in the play, Shawn’s appeal derives 
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primarily from his relative prosperity: in both economic and temperamental terms, he is a “safe” 
match for Pegeen, if not an appealing one. It is in this primarily comic atmosphere, in which 
conventionality and deference to authority merit ridicule, that Christy enters the action of the 
play, acting as a counterpoint to Shawn and rendering visible the relationship between sympathy 
and violence. 
After Shawn flees, Christy emerges from his ditch and enters the pub, albeit not before 
frightening Shawn still further. Already a suspicious figure, his first inquiries arouse further 
curiosity: “Is it often the polis do be coming into this place, master of the house?” (P 67) When 
Michael responds in the negative, Christy’s relief sparks the interest of the publican and his 
companions: 
MICHAEL: [going after him] Is it yourself is fearing the polis? You’re wanting, maybe? 
CHRISTY: There’s many wanting. 
MICHAEL: Many, surely, with the broken harvest and the ended wars. [He picks up 
some stockings, etc., that are near the fire, and carries them away furtively.] It should be 
larceny, I’m thinking? 
CHRISTY: [dolefully] I had it in my mind it was a different word and a bigger. 
[…] 
MICHAEL: [impressed] If it’s not stealing, it’s maybe something big. 
CHRISTY: [flattered] Aye; it’s maybe something big. (P 69) 
Some comic heightening of Synge’s source material already occurs in Michael’s 
“impressed” reaction to what Christy implies is a truly severe crime. Christy, flattered by the 
publican’s unexpected reaction (which underscores his lack of familiarity with the local 
community), heightens the comic effect by leading the men of the pub through a series of 
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guesses as to the nature of his crime. Noting that Christy claims to be a farmer’s son, they 
assume he was the target of an eviction and cycle through a list of evidently acceptable targets 
for revenge, including “bailiffs”, “agents”, and “landlords”, before Christy insists in irritation 
that “you’d see the like of them stories on any little paper of a Munster town”. (P 70-71) Having 
ruled out agrarian violence, the men speculate that Christy participated in the Second Boer War 
and fought against the British army, an act of treason: “Maybe he went fighting for the Boers, the 
like of the man beyond, was judged to be hanged, quartered, and drawn. Were you off east, 
young fellow, fighting bloody wars for Kruger and the freedom of the Boers?”20 (P 71) The men 
imply that their ability to sympathize with or even admire Christy’s crime correlates with his 
victim’s alignment with the law and English colonial authority, further suggesting that the local 
relationship to the law is deeply inflected by the effects of colonial policy and landlordism. 
Pegeen, meanwhile, suggests a sort of hierarchy of acceptable offenses: “If you didn’t commit 
murder or a bad nasty thing or false coining, or robbery, or butchery or the like of them, there 
isn’t anything would be worth your troubling for to run from now. You did nothing at all.” (P 71) 
Christy, importantly, is hurt by Pegeen’s suggestion that he has not committed any serious crime: 
“That’s an unkindly thing to be saying to a poor orphaned traveller, has a prison behind him, and 
hanging before, and hell’s gap gaping below.” (P 71) Christy’s reaction suggests that he not only 
desires acknowledgment that he has committed a severe crime, but also that he seeks sympathy 
and a kind of validation on the basis of the sensational nature of his crime.  
                                                
20 An early typescript version of these lines makes the implications of participation in the war 
more apparent with its explicit linkage to John MacBride’s Irish Transvaal Brigade: “Maybe he 
went fighting for the Boers the like of Major MacBride, God shield him, who’s afeard to put the 
tip of his nose into Ireland fearing he’d be hanged, quartered, and drawn.” See Saddlemyer (ed.), 
Collected Works Vol. IV, 70n. 
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Prompted by Pegeen’s cajoling that he is incapable of violence, a “soft lad [who] 
wouldn’t slit the windpipe of a screeching sow” (P 71), Christy reveals that he is fleeing the 
police because he has bludgeoned his father to death with a spade. The villagers react first with 
shock, but soon exhibit a kind of astonished approval of his actions: 
PEGEEN [in mock rage]: Not speaking the truth, is it? Would you have me knock the 
head of you with the butt of the broom? 
CHRISTY: [twisting round on her with a sharp cry of horror] Don’t strike me. I killed 
my poor father, Tuesday was a week, for doing the like of that. 
PEGEEN: [with blank amazement] Is it killed your father? 
CHRISTY: [subsiding] With the help of God I did, surely, and that the Holy Immaculate 
Mother may intercede for his soul. 
PHILLY: [retreating with JIMMY] There’s a daring fellow. 
JIMMY: Oh, glory be to God! 
MICHAEL: [with great respect] That was a hanging crime, mister honey. You should 
have had good reason for doing the like of that. 
CHRISTY: [in a very reasonable tone] He was a dirty man, God forgive him, and he 
getting old and crusty, the way I couldn’t put up with him at all. (P 73) 
Christy’s “reasoning” for killing his father is laughably inadequate, although Michael Flaherty’s 
reaction of shock giving way to respect may seem even more unlikely, even scandalous. 
However, when read in light of Synge’s source material, Michael’s reaction is not entirely 
implausible; it is even likely that Christy’s “reasoning” is meant to divert an audience’s potential 
shock or censure away from Michael’s belief that one could only commit such a crime were it 
justifiable. Given the villagers’ guesses as to the nature and appropriate targets of Christy’s 
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crime, it is even plausible that the hints of an anticolonial fantasy underlying Christy’s parricide 
carry some appeal: if Christy has not committed the actions against colonial authority that the 
men have proposed, parricide may be an acceptably antiauthoritarian substitute. In a sense, 
Christy’s admission of parricide functions as the culmination of Michael, Jimmy, and Philly’s 
sequence of potentially acceptable targets of violence. 
 Michael, Philly, and Jimmy proceed to reflect on the practical qualities of character 
suggested by Christy’s crime: he must have the “sense of Solomon” to have evaded the police 
(the men believe the police may even fear Christy, casting him more clearly as an 
antiauthoritarian figure), and his actions suggest bravery, Jimmy argues: “Bravery’s a treasure in 
a lonesome place, and a lad would kill his father, I’m thinking, would face a foxy divil with a 
pitchpike on the flags of hell.” (P 75) Echoing Synge’s anecdote of the Connaught parricide, the 
men assume Christy could not have committed such a grave crime without some strong 
mitigating motivation, and Pegeen points out that “if I’d that lad in the house, I wouldn’t be 
fearing the loosèd khaki cut-throats, or the walking dead.” (P 75) Michael thus offers Christy 
employment in the pub as a pot-boy, neatly solving the problem of Pegeen’s being left to manage 
the pub alone while Michael and the men attend the wake.  Importantly, the men act largely 
within the boundaries of local custom as Synge documented it in his source material; even 
Christy, who is coded as something of an outsider, is surprised at the villagers’ willingness to 
conceal him from the law. Meanwhile, the text itself does not appear to position the Mayo men 
as objects of censure (particularly in comparison with Shawn), even if they do not specifically 
invite sympathy.  
However, Christy begins to function as an additional object of censure even as the local 
community offers him near-reverential treatment. After his initial surprise at his treatment has 
   
 140 
abated, Christy’s vanity begins to assert itself as a willingness to exploit the local tolerance of 
criminals. As Pegeen praises his appearance and bravery, Christy hints that he had not been held 
in any esteem at his home in Munster, while notes and stage directions suggest Christy 
“expand[s] with delight” and “make[s his] vanity felt” as he discusses his background with 
Pegeen. (P 80n, 81) The Widow Quin’s subsequent entry onto the scene, sent by Shawn and 
Father Reilly, introduces elements of romantic rivalry as she attempts to persuade Christy to 
leave Pegeen in the pub and spend the night at her own house (on the pretext of removing Pegeen 
from an unseemly situation). More intriguingly, she also threatens Christy’s perceived status: 
when she reveals that she (indirectly) murdered her husband, suggesting that this makes her a 
good match for Christy, many of the play’s drafts have Christy react as follows: “[jealous of his 
reputation] And I thinking it was myself only in this place had ever done the like of that.” (P 
88n) Pegeen and the Widow Quin proceed to fight over Christy, an argument that ends only with 
the Widow Quin’s reminder that Pegeen is set to marry Shawn. As Act I closes, Christy, having 
found shelter in the pub and two potential romantic interests in Pegeen and the Widow Quin, 
reflects in satisfaction, “Well it’s a clean bed and soft with it, and it’s great luck and company 
I’ve won me in the end of time – two fine women fighting for the likes of me –, till I’m thinking 
this night wasn’t I a foolish fellow not to kill my father in the years gone by.” (P 93) 
 In Act II, Christy revels in the attention he has attracted in the local community, 
extending and embellishing the story of his crime in ways that actively play on the fantasy of 
parricide. The result is a deliberate process of self-fashioning that attenuates the sympathy he had 
garnered in the play’s opening act. The second act opens with Christy performing his duties as 
pot-boy the morning after his arrival; regarding himself in a mirror, he considers how his 
reception in Mayo has enabled him to revise his self-perception: “Didn’t I know rightly I was 
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handsome, though it was the divil’s own mirror we had beyond, would twist a squint across an 
angel’s brow, and I’ll be growing fine from this day, the way I’ll have a soft lovely skin on me 
and won’t be the like of the clumsy young fellows do be ploughing all times in the earth and 
dung.” (P 95) Christy’s formulation of his situation is telling in its play on developmental 
narratives: his former life in Munster produced, he believes, a distorted version of himself, while 
his act of violence has allowed him an opportunity to fashion a version of himself that he 
believes to be better aligned with reality. Growth from a “distorted” version of himself into a 
truer version, however, hinges upon his ability to fictionalize his own experience in accordance 
with the fantasy of parricide. 
Christy also rapidly attracts an audience for this refashioning of his experience: several 
local girls arrive at the pub to meet Christy, having heard of his deeds. The girls make their 
agenda of spectatorship clear; finding the pub empty (Christy hides in the inner room to dress), 
Honor Blake laments, “Well, it’ll be a hard case if he’s gone off now, the way we’ll never set our 
eyes on a man killed his father, and we after rising early and destroying ourselves running fast on 
the hill.” (97) Sara Tansey agrees, going further to suggest Christy’s crime makes him a novelty 
in their community despite the hints of local violence in Act I: “[…] you’d be ashamed this 
place, going up winter and summer with nothing worth while to confess at all.” (P 97) When the 
girls discover Christy and ask who he is, he hides the looking-glass behind his back and “sidl[es] 
towards the nail where the glass was hanging” (P 99) as he confirms that he is the man who 
killed his father, as if to remind himself of his new persona in the face of an audience. The four 
girls proceed to ply Christy with gifts, reemphasizing the sympathy his act has garnered.  
Finding himself with an audience, Christy relates a comically overwrought version of his 
crime that casts him in a heroic role. In Christy’s version of events, a duel-like confrontation 
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ensues after Christy refuses his father’s demands that he marry a local widow old enough to be 
his mother (and, in fact, nursed him as a child), prompting threats of violence from the elder 
Mahon: 
CHRISTY: ‘She’s too good for the like of you,’ says he, ‘and go on now or I’ll flatten 
you out like a crawling beast has passed under a dray.’ ‘You will not if I can help it,’ says 
I. ‘Go on,’ says he, ‘or I’ll have the divil making garters of your limbs to-night.’ ’You 
will not if I can help it,’ says I. [He sits bolt up, brandishing his mug.] 
SARA: You were right surely. 
CHRISTY: [impressively] With that the sun came out between the cloud and the hill, and 
it shining green in my face. ‘God have mercy on your soul,’ says he, lifting a scythe. ‘Or 
on your own,’ says I, raising the loy. 
SUSAN: That’s a grand story. 
HONOR: He tells it lovely.  
CHRISTY: [flattered and confident, waving a chicken bone] He gave a drive with the 
scythe, and I gave a lep to the east. Then I turned around with my back to the north, and I 
hit a blow on the ridge of his skull, laid him stretched out, and he split to the knob of his 
gullet. [He raises the bone to his Adam’s apple.] 
GIRLS: [together] Well, you’re a marvel! Oh, God bless you! You’re the lad, surely! (P 
103) 
In addition to Christy’s violent resistance to parental authority, his version of events aligns the 
fantasy of parricide more explicitly with anticolonial action; the image of the sun “shining green” 
upon Christy as he confronts his father lends his story a mock-heroic (and perhaps mock-
nationalist) tone. The girls immediately perceive this, but treat him as an unproblematic heroic 
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and nationalist figure while suggesting their shared history of violence might make him a good 
match for the Widow Quin:  
SARA [going over to dresser and counter very quickly, and getting two glasses and 
porter]: You’re heroes surely, and let you drink a supeen with your arms linked like the 
outlandish lovers in the sailor’s song. [She links their arms and gives them the glasses.] 
There now. Drink a health to the wonders of the western world, the pirates, preachers, 
poteen-makers, with the jobbing jockies, parching peelers, and the juries fill their 
stomachs selling judgments of the English law. [Brandishing the bottle.] (P 105) 
Sara’s toast is a reminder that the law, in this context, is representative of colonial policy and 
thus not necessarily to be respected. She simultaneously presents a quasi-romanticized version of 
a lawless “western world” that is likely to have informed audiences’ claims that the play 
presented a version of the West that hewed too closely to anti-Irish stereotype (the toast arguably 
plays on nationalist tendencies to romanticize the West as well). Tellingly, however, Sara’s toast 
was cut from the first production of the play, according to the copy registered by the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Office (P 104n).  
Christy’s retelling of the murder of his father is a clear moment of performance and self-
fashioning, particularly in light of Christy’s unassuming appearance and fearful mannerisms 
when he first appears in Act I. However, Christy’s presentation thus far, alternately fearful and 
bombastic and willing to trade on the fantasy of parricide for acclaim, undercuts his seemingly 
heroic status. His self-fashioning and distance from reality instead invites ridicule. Even at this 
stage in the play, the local girls begin to perceive Christy’s motivations; upon finding the 
looking-glass hidden behind Christy’s back, Sara Tansey remarks, “Them that kills their fathers 
is a vain lot surely.” (P 99) As the extent of Christy’s self-fictionalizing becomes clear, the Mayo 
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peasants begin to exchange admiration for contempt, censure, and even violence. Near the end of 
Act II, Old Mahon is revealed to have survived Christy’s assault as he arrives in Mayo in search 
of him. His appearance undermines the fantasy of parricide as well as the self-fashioning it 
enabled for Christy. Simultaneously, the play’s comedic elements become noticeably attenuated, 
as the realistic components (e.g. the historical realities of agrarian violence and the nationalist 
motivations for treating some crimes sympathetically) that functioned primarily as contextual 
material in the first half of the play take precedence. While the dialogue between Old Mahon and 
the Widow Quin retains some humor, the stage directions take a turn for the gory in ways that 
lend immediacy to Christy’s previous, overwrought account of his (attempted) murder: 
WIDOW QUIN: There’s harvest hundreds do be passing these days for the Sligo boat. 
For what is it you’re wanting [Christy], my poor man? 
MAHON: I want to destroy him for breaking the head on me with the clout of a loy. [He 
takes off a big hat, and shows his head in a mass of bandages and plaster, with some 
pride.] It was he did that, and amn’t I a great wonder to think I’ve traced him ten days 
with that rent in my crown? 
WIDOW QUIN [taking his head in both hands and examining it with extreme delight]: 
That was a great blow. And who hit you? A robber maybe? 
MAHON: It was my own son hit me, and he the divil a robber or anything else but a 
dirty, stuttering lout. 
WIDOW QUIN [letting go his skull and wiping her hands in her apron]: You’d best be 
wary of a mortified scalp, I think they call it, lepping around with that wound in the 
splendour of the sun. It was a bad blow surely, and should have vexed him fearful to 
make him strike that gash in his da.  (P 121)  
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As I will discuss in more detail below, Old Mahon’s return not only draws attention to the ways 
in which violence has been treated in broadly imaginative (and perhaps stereotypical) terms up to 
this point in the play, but also ushers in a series of scenes that contemporary commentators found 
too realistic in their violence, such that the backlash against the play arguably had as much to do 
with Mahon’s return than it did with the infamous use of “shifts” in Act III.  
Christy recognizes that his father’s arrival, and the puncturing of the fantasy of parricide, 
will jeopardize his plans to marry Pegeen, and begs the Widow Quin (the only witness to 
Mahon’s arrival thus far) to conceal that Mahon is still alive. When the Widow Quin questions 
Christy’s distress over the possibility of Pegeen’s rejecting him, Christy’s response is a mock 
echo of romanticized accounts of the West: “Amn’t I after seeing the lovelight of the star of 
knowledge shining from her brow, and hearing words would put you thinking on the holy Brigid 
speaking to the infant saints, and now she’ll be turning again, and speaking hard words to me, 
like an old woman with a spavindy ass she’d have, urging on a hill.” (P 126-127) The Widow 
Quin promptly deflates this mock-romantic account of the peasant girl, forcing Christy closer to 
the reality of his situation: “There’s poetry talk for a girl you’d see itching and scratching, and 
she with a stale stink of poteen on her from selling in the shop.” (P 127) At this point, the play’s 
censorious energies have largely shifted to Christy – if not for his crime itself, then certainly for 
his willingness to distort the realities behind that crime and to exploit the local community’s 
skepticism of the law. 
However, in Act III, an inversion of the play’s sympathetic and censorious energies 
occurs in tandem with a reversal of the Mayo peasants’ relationship to Christy and to official 
law. While Christy is away at the village sports (at which he is reportedly excelling), Old Mahon 
returns to the pub and overhears Philly and Jimmy discussing Christy’s crime. Mahon reveals 
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himself to be the victim of Christy’s attempted murder; when Philly expresses some skepticism, 
Mahon insists that he has walked hundreds of miles “doing nothing but telling stories of that 
naked truth.” (P 135) Mahon’s assertion that his account of events is the “naked truth”, in 
tandem with the unsettling sight of his bandaged head, marks a telling contrast with Christy’s 
performance of the role of the heroic parricide. However, the notion of Christy’s self-fashioning 
is complicated further by Old Mahon’s lament that “[Christy] was the fool of men” (P 139) and 
will face ostracism if left to fend for himself – a lament that is interrupted by the village cheering 
for Christy’s latest success in the sports. Even if Christy’s growth is founded on a fiction, he 
nonetheless rapidly moves into a more mature and prestigious social role, suggesting that his 
home environment did in fact stunt his progress towards maturity. Not even Mahon immediately 
recognizes Christy, only realizing the “champion playboy” (P 139) who has just won the mule 
race is his son after cheering him on through the window of the pub. The Widow Quin takes 
advantage of this, convincing Mahon that he only thinks he recognizes Christy due to his head 
injuries: “Aren’t you after saying that your son’s a fool, and how would they be cheering a true 
idiot born?” (P 143) 
Flush with his victory in the races, Christy asks Pegeen to marry him, while Shawn 
Keogh protests and attempts to leverage his respectability and economic advantages: “And have 
you no mind of my weight of passion, and the holy dispensation, and the drift of heifers I am 
giving, and the golden ring?” (P 155) Once Christy has successfully chased Shawn from the pub 
with the threat of committing another murder, Michael volunteers to marry the couple on the 
spot, reasoning that “I’d liefer face the grave untimely and I seeing a score of grandsons growing 
up little gallant swearers by the name of God, than go peopling my bedside with puny weeds the 
like of what you’d breed, I’m thinking, out of Shaneen Keogh.” (P 157)  
   
 147 
Just as Christy and Pegeen are wed, Old Mahon interrupts the impromptu ceremony and 
immediately proceeds to beat Christy. Christy is immediately accused of having lied about 
murdering his father, prompting Pegeen to lament that their praise of Christy – and the growth it 
enabled – was undeserved: “And to think of the coaxing glory we had given him, and he after 
doing nothing but hitting a soft blow and chasing northward in a sweat of fear.” (P 161; 
emphasis mine) She asks Old Mahon to “take [Christy] on from this, for I think bad the world 
should see me raging for a Munster liar, and the fool of men.” (P 161) The crowd of villagers 
who have followed Christy up to the pub from the races echoes Pegeen as their praise turns to 
jeering: “There’s the playboy! There’s the lad thought he’d rule the roost in Mayo! Slate him 
now, Mister.” (P 161) Even if their accusations that Christy has lied about the murder are 
unfounded – Christy’s reaction to Mahon’s reappearance in Act II suggests he believed his father 
was dead – Pegeen and the crowd nonetheless deduce the truth behind Christy’s attempt at 
murder, and their sympathies instantly reverse. 
Christy grows desperate to reclaim his newfound cachet in the Mayo community as well 
as Pegeen’s favor; as Mahon orders Christy to depart with him, Christy responds, “Shut your 
yelling, for if you’re after making a mighty man of me this day by the power of a lie, you’re 
setting me now to think if it’s a poor thing to be lonesome, it’s worse maybe go mixing with the 
fools of earth.” (P 165) He then chases Old Mahon offstage with a spade, apparently killing him. 
The fantasy of parricide dissolves entirely with proximity to actual violence: once Christy’s 
crime becomes a reality, the villagers turn against him even as he stubbornly refuses to flee and 
leave Pegeen behind: 
WIDOW QUIN: [impatiently] Come by the back door. I’d think bad to have you stifled 
on the gallows tree.  
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CHRISTY: [indignantly]: I will not, then. What good’d be my life-time if I left Pegeen? 
WIDOW QUIN: Come on, and you’ll be no worse than you were last night; and you with 
a double murder this time to be telling to the girls. 
CHRISTY: I’ll not leave Pegeen Mike.  
WIDOW QUIN: [impatiently] Isn’t there the match of her in every parish public, from 
Binghamstown unto the plain of Meath? Come on, I tell you, and I’ll find you finer 
sweethearts at each waning moon. 
CHRISTY: It’s Pegeen I’m seeking only, and what’d I care if you brought me a drift of 
chosen females, standing in their shifts itself, maybe, from this place to the eastern 
world? (P 165-167) 
Even though some accounts claim it was Christy’s remark about “chosen females standing in 
their shifts” that touched off the Playboy riots, he grows less plausible as an object of censure 
while the local community becomes less sympathetic. His unwillingness to abandon Pegeen 
leaves him at the mercy of the same community that was willing to shelter him from the law in 
the play’s first act. While Michael and the local men were previously consistent in their 
skepticism of the law relative to Christy’s motivations to commit murder, they now prepare to 
turn him in to the police in order to protect themselves from guilt by association. Michael 
reasons that “if we took pity on you the Lord God would, maybe, bring us ruin from the law to-
day, so you’d best come easy, for hanging is an easy and speedy end.” (P 169) Even Pegeen 
rejects Christy on the same grounds, urging the men to “take him on from this, or the lot of us 
will likely be put on trial for his deed to-day.” (P 169) In abandoning their previous willingness 
to shelter Christy in defiance of the law – in an echo of Synge’s source material, coming to judge 
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criminals by the standards of urban Ireland – the peasants become objects of censure in their own 
right. 
Interestingly, some spectator commentaries claim that it is not the “shifts” line, but 
Pegeen’s actions as the peasants bind Christy and prepare to take him to the police, that incited 
the audience to open revolt: 
 SHAWN: Pull a twist on his neck, and squeeze him so. 
PHILLY: Twist yourself. Sure he cannot hurt you, if you keep your distance from his 
teeth alone. 
SHAWN: I’m afeard of him. [To PEGEEN.] Lift a lighted sod will you and scorch his 
leg. 
PEGEEN: [blowing the fire with a bellows] Leave go now young fellow or I’ll scorch 
your shins. 
[…] 
MEN [to PEGEEN]: Bring the sod, will you.  
PEGEEN [coming over] God help him so. [Burns his leg.] 
CHRISTY [kicking and screaming] Oh, glory be to God! (P 170-171) 
The tenor of the scene turns sharply away from comedy as Christy resists the men’s attempts to 
drag him to the police while heaping insults upon them (and biting Shawn’s leg for good 
measure) before Pegeen burns him. Importantly, this is the first moment in the play that physical 
violence takes place on stage. While violence progresses from fantasy to a more immanent 
reality over the course of the play (consider how the audience is confronted with the physical 
effects of Christy’s assault in Act II with Mahon’s bandaged head), even Christy’s second 
attempt to kill his father takes place offstage, with only the sounds of scuffling and yelling to 
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indicate what is happening. As acts of violence make their way onto the stage, the first audiences 
arguably reacted in ways that parallel the peasants’ reaction to Christy’s second, more visible 
attempt at murder.  
 The final reversal in the play’s energies of sympathy and censure comes as Old Mahon 
drags himself back into the pub. Mahon frees his son, ignoring Michael Flaherty’s apologies to 
the effect that he must “[guard his] little cabin from the treachery of law”. (P 175)  Mahon 
declares that he and Christy will leave together, “and we’ll have great times from this out telling 
stories of the villainy of Mayo and the fools is here.” (P 166) Christy, however, rejects both his 
father and the Mayo “villains”, reasserting a heroic status independent of the community’s 
“coaxing glory”: 
CHRISTY: Go with you, is it! I will then, like a gallant captain with his heathen slave. 
Go on now and I’ll see you from this day stewing my oatmeal and washing my spuds, for 
I’m master of all fights from now. [Pushing MAHON.] Go on, I’m saying. 
MAHON: Is it me? 
CHRISTY: Not a word out of you. Go on from this. 
MAHON [walking out and looking back at CHRISTY over his shoulder]: Glory be to 
God! [With a broad smile.] I am crazy again! [Goes.] 
CHRISTY: Ten thousand blessings upon all that’s here, for you’ve turned me a likely 
gaffer in the end of all, the way I’ll go romancing through a romping lifetime from this 
hour to the dawning of the judgment day. [He goes out.] (P 173) 
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Pegeen is left alone with her father and Shawn, and can only lament that she has “lost the only 
playboy of the western world.”21 (P 173) Christy recovers some small measure of the heroic 
stature to which he pretended, while the Mayo community, in their multiple reversals of their 
willingness to shelter criminals in principled defiance of the law, end the play as objects of 
censure.   
 Given the ambivalent locations of sympathy and censure by the play’s conclusion, one 
might stand with Synge’s early critics in reading the play as a wholesale satire or even libel of 
the rural West. However, Synge’s resistance to universal ridicule or censure of his peasant 
characters suggests The Playboy is not, strictly speaking, a work of satire. When Synge’s Mayo 
characters most faithfully reflect Western rural life as Synge observed it in his source material, 
they also appear most sympathetic, particularly compared to Christy in his status as the self-
fashioning outsider. For the same reason, it is difficult to read The Playboy as a clear-cut 
example of satirical realism. The grounding of Synge’s peasant characters in realistic observation 
implies that the possibility of sympathy has not been entirely foreclosed; however, Synge does 
approach something closer to a universal censure as the play reaches its climax. Similarly, 
Christy is afforded realistic treatment in his narrative of development, as he throws off both the 
stultifying influence of his father and his reliance on the approval of the Mayo community to 
assert his independence. In this sense, he almost resembles a Bildungsroman hero.22 As Donna 
Gerstenberger argues, the psychological dimensions of the play inhere in how the discovery and 
                                                
21 In previous drafts Pegeen highlights the contrast between Christy and Shawn further, variously 
adding “I won’t look at you now I’ve seen a decent man” and “Oh, love like his is the flower of 
the world.” See Saddlemyer, 175n. 
22 Interestingly, Synge did not have Christy reject Mahon’s authority until the final drafts of the 
play. Earlier drafts experimented with various outcomes to the confrontation between Christy 
and the villagers, including Christy being rescued by the Widow Quin and, in another version, 
allowing Mahon a surprise victory by revealing that his fortune has been hidden in his bandages 
before exiting with Christy. See Saddlemyer 172n, 174n-175n. 
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growth of Christy’s self (to match the image of the heroic parricide held forth by the Mayo 
peasants) is the central action of the play.23 The notion that the peasants provide an image around 
which Christy can reorient and refashion himself (what Pegeen refers to as “coaxing glory” out 
of Christy) is not only central to the action of the play, but also deeply relevant to Synge’s play 
with realism: is this “image” reflective of the processes of maturation and social integration 
common to realistic narratives, or is it a performance of how stereotypes of rural Ireland 
function?   
The difficulty of disentangling the comedic from the realistic in Synge’s play certainly 
contributed to Dublin audiences’ outraged denial that Synge had achieved verisimilitude in his 
account of the West; however, the way Synge plays on both genres over the course of the play 
suggests that something more complicated than a satirical portrayal of the West emboldened by 
claims to verisimilitude is at play. Similarly, the locations of censure in the play (were one to 
read it as a satire) shift repeatedly from Shawn Keogh as a figure of craven, quasi-bourgeois 
morality to Christy as the self-fashioning outsider to the Mayo peasantry as a whole, suggesting 
that the play is not necessarily a clear-cut example of satire or a universally censorious satirical 
realism. Meanwhile, as we will see in the published reactions to the The Playboy, the play’s 
more overtly realistic turn in Act II antagonized the audience as much as its comic portrayal of 
the peasantry. Even as The Playboy resisted clear identification as a work of realism, comedy, or 
satire, commentators in the Dublin press engaged in a debate about The Playboy’s generic 
classification that did further work in articulating the political ramifications of Synge’s play with 
realism in his treatment of the West and the peasantry. 
 
                                                
23 Donna Gerstenberger, John Millington Synge, 70-71 
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II. 
Published objections to the play in the Dublin press often denied the possibility that the 
play’s portrayal of the West was realistic or authentic; for example, a letter from a “Western girl” 
who claims to be “well acquainted with the conditions of life in the West” argues that The 
Playboy does “not truly represent those conditions”. Her argument conflates representational 
accuracy with nationalist priorities: “Could any Irish person accept this as a true picture of Irish 
life? Fancy such a play being produced in England!”24 Other objections to the continuation of 
The Playboy more explicitly pointed to the political implications of an allegedly unfaithful 
representation of the West: “Let us remember that this calumny runs on old and familiar lines. It 
has ever been the custom of traducers of the Irish people to charge them with sympathy with all 
forms of crime. Over and over again this same lie has been made the justification for 
Coercion.”25 In other words, supposedly inaccurate portrayals of the West strayed dangerously 
close to anti-Irish stereotypes – consistently cast as “lies” and “calumny” in the formulation of 
nationalist commentators – that were used to justify British colonial policy in Ireland.  
Even commentators who acknowledged the comedic elements of The Playboy were 
nonetheless wary of the perniciousness of the stereotypes encoded in that comedy. Stephen 
Gwynn’s letter to the Freeman’s Journal, written in response to William Boyle’s decision to 
withdraw his plays from the Abbey, acknowledges that The Playboy is comedic (however, as I 
will discuss below, audiences were generally quite uncertain if they were meant to understand 
the play as comedy). However, he suggests that the play would be held as justifying anti-Irish 
prejudice if it were successful, concluding, “we know very well Mr. Synge is joking, but […] we 
                                                
24 “A Western Girl”, Freeman’s Journal, 28 January 1907, p. 10; cited in Kilroy, The ‘Playboy’ 
Riots, 9 
25 “The People and the Parricide”, Freeman’s Journal, Tuesday, 29 January 1907, p. 5; cited in 
Kilroy, The ‘Playboy’ Riots, 19 
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do not like his turn of humour.”26 More intriguing, however, is Gwynn’s relatively moderate 
assessment of Synge’s reliance on stereotype. In contrast to the rhetoric of untruth and unreality 
that largely informed the immediate reactions to the first performances of The Playboy, Gwynn 
suggests Synge has taken “unfair advantage” of “notorious fact”, including the tendency among 
the Western peasantry to shelter criminals due to the “general injustice of the mode of 
government”.27 Gwynn’s choice of words echoes Synge’s own assertions of ethnographic 
verisimilitude and anticipates other commentators who tended to read the play as realistic. 
However, in pointing to the politically pernicious nature of the slippage between colonial 
stereotype and the actual conditions of life in the West, Gwynn’s commentary suggests the 
importance of attending to where and how colonial stereotype and realism intersect in The 
Playboy – and the extent to which Synge may have played on that intersection. 
While some of the more strident objections to The Playboy from nationalist audiences 
might lead to a reading in which The Playboy is Synge’s attempt to satirize nationalist 
expectations for a fundamentally propagandist theater, the pervasiveness and political effects of 
anti-Irish stereotypes, along with some audience members’ recognition of them, suggest that we 
might pay particular attention to the complaints about Synge’s treatment of such stereotypes. 
Recognition of and resistance to the possibility of anti-Irish stereotype in The Playboy was not 
necessarily the result of any narrow-minded nationalism; as Neil Blackadder points out in his 
study of the riots, to consider the participants philistines is a reductive position that ignores the 
political conditions surrounding the production of The Playboy – conditions that include the 
                                                
26 Stephen Gwynn, letter to the Freeman’s Journal, 2 February 1907, p. 2; cited in Kilroy, The 
‘Playboy’ Riots, 73 
27 Ibid.; cited in Kilroy, The ‘Playboy’ Riots, 72 
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pervasiveness and political utility (for British colonial policy) of anti-Irish stereotype.28 Ned 
Lebow’s study of the origins and effects of anti-Irish stereotype in White Britain and Black 
Ireland points not only to the longstanding nature of anti-Irish stereotypes in Britain, but also to 
how those stereotypes had grown so pervasive by the 19th century that they had become a 
“closed image […] by which information about Ireland was organized and given meaning and in 
terms of which policy was frequently formulated”, even when that policy no longer served the 
interests of the British colonial administration in Ireland.29 The fixity and persistence of anti-Irish 
stereotypes are of particular interest for a reading of The Playboy insofar as the stereotypes were 
elevated to the level of reality; as Lebow points out, a “stereotyped image of reality” allowed 
British citizens to resolve cognitive dissonance in the service of political necessity through a 
“perceptual sleight of hand.” However, while the stereotyped image of reality could usefully 
reduce cognitive dissonance, “it did so at the expense of a realistic perception of colonial 
affairs.”30  Reactions to The Playboy such as Gwynn’s letter indicate that Synge’s Dublin 
audiences possessed a keen awareness not only of these stereotypes but also their function for 
potential British audiences, suggesting that even a humorous invocation of anti-Irish stereotype 
was politically pernicious (“we do not like his turn of humour”). However, audiences were 
divided over whether Synge’s invocation of such stereotypes was in fact comedic. 
Lebow’s model of anti-Irish stereotypes also addresses the self-fulfilling nature of those 
stereotypes via the colonial policies they informed; as a result of what he refers to as a 
“perceptual prison”, he argues that the Irish (particularly those in rural areas and during the 
Famine) inevitably began to display the qualities of indolence and violence associated with those 
                                                
28 Neil Blackadder, Performing Opposition: Modern Theater and the Scandalized Audience, 69 
29 Ned Lebow, White Britain and Black Ireland, 81-82 
30 Ibid., 112; emphasis mine 
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stereotypes simply because the effects of British policy left them little other choice.31 In light of 
Lebow’s model of the “perceptual prison” and the pervasive nature of these stereotypes, we 
might ask whether they had an obfuscating function in Ireland parallel to their clouding of 
British perceptions of Ireland. If anti-Irish stereotype had grown so pervasive and deeply rooted 
in both British and Irish life that it had been raised to the level of an “image of reality”, we might 
ask how a play with a realistic ambit regarding the Irish West (such as The Playboy) must engage 
with stereotypical images of Ireland.  
These accusations of a pernicious failure of realism on Synge’s part are complicated by 
Synge’s own assertions of ethnographic verisimilitude in his portrayal of the West, claims that 
were bolstered by his extensive time spent in the Aran Islands. In the preface to the play, which 
appeared in the program at the play’s first performances, Synge points to his reproduction of 
rural vernacular in his dialogue (a kind of linguistic realism that is the most obvious register of 
the play’s verisimilitude) remarking that “I have used one or two words only that I have not 
heard among the country people of Ireland, or spoken in my own nursery before I could read the 
newspapers.”32 Synge also emphasizes the documentary underpinnings of the play as if to 
emphasize and defend his claim to verisimilitude beyond his vernacular realism, asserting, “Any 
one who has lived in real intimacy with the Irish peasantry will know that the wildest sayings 
and ideas in this play are tame indeed.”33 In light of the accusations of falsehood leveled against 
The Playboy, it is tempting to read Synge’s opening affirmations of the play’s linguistic 
                                                
31 Lebow, White Britain and Black Ireland, 77 
32 Synge, The Playboy of the Western World, in Collected Plays and Poems and The Aran 
Islands, 111. Given Synge published little in the way of dramatic criticism or commentary on his 
own plays, the preface is particularly important as an explicit statement of his methods. 
33 Ibid. 
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authenticity as a kind of anticipation of his audience’s incredulous reactions.34 It also functioned 
as a form of self-fashioning: recalling the opposition to Synge’s early plays, Padraic Colum 
points out that in an Ireland “that was still being defamed by the Unionist press and by 
innumerable Unionist institutions, there was a very ready defence-mechanism” against 
seemingly stereotypical portrayals of the West – Synge’s Anglo-Irish background.35    
Blackadder argues that language was central to the Playboy riots; the most obvious evidence for 
this is the outcry over the word “shifts” at the play’s first performance.36 The language of the 
play was generally perceived as “unremittingly crude”, challenging expectations regarding 
speech on the stage.37 Synge asserts the verisimilitude of the play’s language despite its 
obscenity and calls attention to the disjunction between “real” speech and speech deemed 
acceptable for the stage (and, by extension, for representations of Ireland).  
Simultaneously, however, readings of The Playboy routinely point to the exaggerated 
nature of Synge’s language; Donna Gerstenberger notes that such exaggeration even extended to 
accounts of the reaction to the first performances: “In an inflated gesture appropriate to the 
linguistic exaggerations of The Playboy itself, the disorderly conduct of the Abbey Theatre 
audiences has gone into stage history under the title of the Playboy Riots.”38 Neil Blackadder 
adds that “[t]he word ‘riot’ rarely if ever appears in the press coverage of, and commentary on, 
the production that provides the most immediate accounts of the events,” pointing out that some 
                                                
34 Donna Gerstenberger notes that Synge’s assertion of authentic vernacular in this preface may 
also have functioned as a response to critics “who had questioned the Anglo-Irish idiom of his 
earlier characters.” See Gerstenberger, John Millington Synge [1990], 69. 
35 Padraic Colum, The Road Round Ireland, 359-360 
36 Blackadder, Performing Opposition, 87. 
37 Ibid., 88. 
38 Donna Gerstenberger, “A Hard Birth”, 1964, reprinted in John Millington Synge’s The 
Playboy of the Western World, ed. Harold Bloom, 52. Cited in Blackadder, Performing 
Opposition, 74.  
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witness accounts suggest the protest on the opening night was less tumultuous than was 
commonly claimed after the fact.39 What inheres in The Playboy, then, is a tension between 
perceptions (on the part of critics as well as Synge’s Dublin audiences) of language so 
exaggerated it evokes anti-Irish stereotype and the realistic nature of the play’s “obscenity.” By 
making explicit claims for vernacular realism while deploying language so easily read as 
exaggerated and even stereotypical, Synge arguably plays with realistic convention in The 
Playboy, suggesting an early example of realist verisimilitude adapted to modernist ends.  
The countervailing strains of verisimilitude and comic exaggeration in Synge’s language, 
and the audience division over the language’s verisimilitude that we see in the commentaries 
published during and after the first performances, suggest that we must also take into account the 
action and staging of the play in addition to the obscenity of the play’s language. In an intriguing 
counterpoint to nationalist outrage that The Playboy was an untrue and even libelous 
(mis)representation of the Irish West, as we have seen above, other commentators contemporary 
to Synge took precisely the opposite tack: that the Playboy riots were the result of an excess of 
realism or even naturalism. In making these arguments, these commentators tend to address the 
staging and events of the play in addition to the use (and accuracy) of the rural vernacular. 
Writing in 1926, Padraic Colum recalls the opening night of The Playboy and the ensuing 
protests; while he acknowledges the play’s comedic qualities, he suggests that the riots occurred 
because it was not merely a comedy. Colum argues that the play’s comedic qualities were 
undercut not only by W.G. Fay’s too “sardonic” portrayal of Christy Mahon, but also by the 
production’s frankly realistic portrayal of violence.40 According to Colum, the audience began to 
grow hostile with the appearance of Old Mahon in Act Two, as “that scene was too 
                                                
39 Blackadder, Performing Opposition, 74-75.  
40 Padraic Colum, The Road Round Ireland, 368-369 
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representational” with its full display of Old Mahon’s injuries, “making a figure that took the 
whole thing out the atmosphere of high comedy.”41 C.P. Curran, who was also present at the 
opening night, affirms this change in mood: “The first act of The Playboy was received in wholly 
friendly fashion and with much applause. […] During the second act the friendly atmosphere 
chilled and the curtain went down on a receptive but undemonstrative audience. In the third act 
sporadic hissing was heard and from the entrance of Christy Mahon’s father it became more 
general.”42  
This intrusion of too-realistic violence, as implied by Colum and Curran, is what drove 
Synge’s use of vernacular into unacceptable territory: “I remember well how the play nearly got 
past the dubiousness of that first-night audience” – until Christy uttered the word “shifts.”43 
Similarly, Curran recalls that the climax of the action in Act Three, in which the villagers turn on 
Christy and Pegeen prepares to burn him with a lighted sod of turf, “verbal protests came from 
all parts of the house. The play came to its final passages not in disorder, for every word was 
heard, but in plain hostility.”44 Like Colum, Curran characterizes the play’s final scenes as 
markedly realistic, arguing that it was this realistic strain (one he implicitly associates with 
violence) that contributed to audience unrest even more than the play’s use of vernacular: 
These episodes were played with unswerving realism. Admiration for a parricide had 
sunk in and cooled the audience, and later debate swirled around this motif as part of the 
manners and customs of Mayo. But I was and am satisfied that it was the unrelenting 
realism of the production in its last scene, a realism never again attempted in any of the 
later performances I have seen, that threw the audience into final revolt. Myself, I found 
                                                
41 Colum, The Road Round Ireland, 368; emphasis mine 
42 C.P. Curran, Under the Receding Wave [1970], 107 
43 Colum, The Road Round Ireland, 368 
44 Curran, Under the Receding Wave, 107 
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it more revolting than even Shakespeare’s gouging out of Gloucester’s eyes in King Lear. 
There were, no doubt, the other factors of parricide, Pegeen’s earlier behaviour, and some 
heightened language. We were living, it should be remembered, in 1907, unconditioned 
to excess in speech or action.45 
In addition to calling attention to the problems of realism on the level of production, Curran’s 
account touches on the question of anti-Irish stereotype (“admiration for a parricide had sunk 
in”) and reminds us that the conjunction of coarse language and excessively “representational” 
violence directed towards an ambiguously sympathetic figure tipped audience surprise into 
outright offense and protest at this point. Both Colum and Curran’s accounts suggest that it is the 
verging of comedy into realism that antagonized the audience at the first performance; they 
similarly claim that toning down the violence in subsequent performances helped to pacify the 
rioters.46 Similarly, George William Russell (“AE”) argued that a less realistic production of The 
Playboy would have prevented audience outcry:  
The Playboy is a miraculous piece of writing, but I think, owing to the subject, it required 
to be acted with a great deal of phantasy….The audience felt that they were really making 
a jest of parricide and father-beating. If in this first performance the father of the Playboy 
had been acted more fantastically and less realistically, I am convinced that there would 
have been no row of any kind.47 
AE’s argument for a less realistic production, however, calls attention to the double bind at the 
heart of both the Playboy riots and the ensuing debate in the Dublin newspapers: the uncertainty 
over whether to read the play as comedic or realistic, and the antagonistic implications of either 
                                                
45 Curran, Under the Receding Wave, 107-108 
46 Colum, The Road Round Ireland, 368-369 
47 Alan Denson, ed., Letters from A.E.. London 1961, 66-7; cited in Curran, Under the Receding 
Wave, 108-109 
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mode of reading the play. Intriguingly, though, AE points to how easily the slippage between 
realism and comedy occurs in reading or performing The Playboy: in his formulation, it is the 
realistic production of the play – its failure to be “fantastical” – that makes a “jest” of the play’s 
violence and obscenity.  
While Blackadder acknowledges these commentators’ concerns about the play’s 
portrayal of the physical violence done to both Old Mahon and Christy, his reading is perhaps 
too readily dismissive of those concerns, arguing that a less naturalistic approach on the opening 
night “would not have altered the primary grounds for the protests during later performances. 
However comically or fantastically the scenes revolving around the appearance of Old Mahon 
had been played, for those who found The Playboy slanderous, the work’s latter half would still 
have aggravated the already offensive implications of its first half.”48 While I am in agreement 
that those who were prepared to find The Playboy slanderous would have been primed to protest 
by the first act’s use of vernacular and play on anti-Irish stereotypes, the accounts of Colum, 
Curran, and AE suggest not only that the audience reaction during the first act was generally 
positive, but that the violence turned upon Christy in Act Three may have had an even greater 
hand in provoking audience outrage than the term “shifts.” Even taking the inflammatory 
language into account, to argue that a less realistic production of the play would not have 
mitigated the reaction to the play is to ignore Synge’s explicit claims in his preface to realism on 
the level of vernacular. A dual realistic impulse is at play in The Playboy, one that is centered on 
bodily violence and runs parallel to and supplements the use of vernacular. This dual impulse, 
and the difficulty of disentangling it from the play’s comedic elements, was arguably what made 
The Playboy so potently antagonistic in the eyes of its Dublin audiences. The debate that ensued 
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in the Dublin newspapers during and after the Playboy riots, however, is what makes the 
inflammatory nature of Synge’s realistic impulse, its play on anti-Irish stereotype, and its 
political effects most evident. 
Commentators more sympathetic to Synge were, in contrast to those accusing him of 
inaccuracy at best and libel at worst, willing to concede not only the realism of The Playboy, but 
also the political function of that realism. Ellen Duncan characterizes the reaction against the 
play as an iteration of “the old battle between realism and the forces of reaction”, pointing out 
that Synge “has not professed to put the whole Irish race on the stage in ‘The Playboy’” and 
suggesting that the Abbey Theatre audiences reacting against the play sought to escape “real life” 
in the theater.49 In a separate review, Patrick Kenny argues that The Playboy dramatizes the 
stultifying social conditions of the rural West that might produce people who would make a 
parricide an object of hero-worship; however, he suggests the play’s language exceeds its 
realistic ambit: “The fierce truth and intensity of the dramatist’s insight make strength of 
expression inevitable, but, confining myself strictly to the artistic interest, I feel that the language 
is overdone, and the realism is overdone.”50 This review seems to suggest that formally speaking, 
the play exaggerates its realism, perhaps to the point of stretching realism to the point of 
becoming self-referential (other reviews express frank confusion as to whether the play is meant 
to be read as realistic or a comic extravaganza). Taken together, these commentaries suggest 
Synge may be doing something that lies between realism and modernism: he calls attention to 
the social conditions of the West and argues for his own accuracy in representing it, yet his 
                                                
49 Ellen Duncan, letter to the Irish Times, 31 January 1907, p. 5; cited in Kilroy, The ‘Playboy’ 
Riots, 55-56 
50 Patrick Kenny, “That Dreadful Play”, Irish Times, 30 January 1907, p. 9; cited in Kilroy, The 
‘Playboy’ Riots, 40. It is worth noting that Synge wrote to the Irish Times to endorse Kenny’s 
reading of The Playboy.   
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(often comic) use of rural vernacular tests the boundaries of realism – particularly for those 
audiences who understand the West as an idealized national core. 
In obliquely calling attention to the problem of a romanticized notion of the Irish West as 
a national core by way of making specific (but not unproblematic) claims to verisimilitude, 
Synge enacts an indirect critique of nationalist narratives of an essentialized Irishness through 
what we might call a kind of “anti-commitment.” While retrospectives of Synge suggest that his 
relationship to Irish nationalism was an ambivalent one, the Abbey actor W.G. Fay’s assessment 
of The Playboy as Synge’s expression of “anger in excelsis” after nationalist complaints about 
his previous works is worth noting.51 Even as The Playboy resists expressions of overt political 
commitment, this resistance taken alongside its overt claims to verisimilitude (verisimilitude that 
provided an account of the West oppositional to nationalist narratives) constitutes a critique of 
nationalist thinking, one that is arguably inseparable from its adaptation of realist documentary. 
At this transitional moment between realism and modernism, Synge marshals what we might call 
an antagonistic or oppositional realism, one that calls attention to the lack of consensus with 
regard to a fixed national core in late-colonial Ireland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
51 W.G. Fay, The Fays of the Abbey Theatre; cited in Mikhail, J.M. Synge: Interviews and 
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Chapter 4: Impermanent Homes and Imaginary Mother(land)s: Elizabeth Bowen’s 
Psychological Realism 
 
I. 
 Elizabeth Bowen’s fiction is broadly recognized for its portrayal of cosmopolitan 
characters in constant motion, crossing national, cultural, and social borders at the risk of their 
own sense of rootedness. Despite her investment in cosmopolitan and expatriate modernity, 
scholarship on Bowen is characterized by a general lack of consensus regarding her status as a 
realist writer – essentially a Victorian holdover – or a more canonical modernist. Bowen’s 
national affiliation has been regarded with similar uncertainty: as an Anglo-Irish expatriate who 
largely lived in and wrote about England, should she be regarded as an Irish or metropolitan 
voice? More recent scholarship has argued for the influence of Bowen’s Irishness on her writing, 
classing her with such early twentieth-century Irish expatriates as James Joyce and Samuel 
Beckett. Most recently, Nels Pearson has explored early twentieth-century Irish expatriate 
writing in terms of its complication of deracinated ideas of global and cosmopolitan identities1, 
resulting in a complicated, overlapping relationship between national affiliation and global 
perspectives. The work of Bowen and other Irish expatriate modernists is distinct from 
Anglophone high modernism, he argues, in its thinking beyond a “located tradition”/”dislocated 
modernity” binary.2 Rather, central to their work is an inherent sense of native displacement or 
“domestic exile”; that is, how can one become disoriented abroad when disorientation is the 
condition of one’s home country?3 As I will discuss below, Bowen’s cosmopolitan characters 
                                                
1 Nels Pearson, Irish Cosmopolitanism, 3-4 
2 Ibid., 10 
3 Ibid., 11 
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and her use of what Pearson and others have referred to as the “Irish interlude” bring this 
condition of native displacement into particular focus. 
Despite drawing a distinction between Irish expatriate modernism and Anglophone high 
modernism, Pearson seems to resist specifically identifying Bowen’s realist impulses as 
necessary or even important to her treatment of national displacement. Pointing out that Bowen’s 
treatment of time and space “impl[ies] that time or space are somehow how out of joint, 
anomalous, disjunct” despite her essentially linear, objective narratives, Pearson suggests that 
one way to gauge Bowen’s treatment of space and time is to contrast it with early twentieth-
century British modernists’ conception of the same, in light of “its inclination to negate or 
suspend the geographic parameters and accumulated history of the imperial nation-state.”4 
Bowen, on the other hand, “does not depict subjective time as fully as her contemporaries, or 
with as much formal commitment, because she refuses to see these modalities as the opposites of 
and successors to a prior experience that was defined by historical and geographic rootedness.”5 
However, Pearson acknowledges that not all British modernist treatments of connectedness 
beyond the nation rely on appeals to unbounded, abstract universality. Citing Rebecca 
Walkowitz, he points to the grounded, subnational, quotidian “cosmopolitan…stance”6 of Woolf, 
Joyce, and Conrad – a cosmopolitan stance that he and Walkowitz argue is made possible by 
“resisting the consensus-building narratives of realism and nationalism”.7 Similarly, Pearson 
points to Jessica Berman’s argument that modernist cosmopolitanism constitutes “a wholesale 
rejection of the politics linked to realism and consensus…implicated in the imagining of the 
                                                
4 Pearson, Irish Cosmopolitanism, 63-64 
5 Ibid., 64 
6 Walkowitz, Cosmopolitan Style, 10; cited in Pearson, 66 
7 Pearson, Irish Cosmopolitanism, 66 
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nation-state.”8 Thus, while modernism and its cosmopolitan impulse is (according to these 
critical narratives) predicated upon a rejection of realism and consensus, Pearson nonetheless 
points out that “[f]or many postcolonial and minority transnational subjects, new communal 
connections and identities are not so clearly contingent upon the rejection of a previously 
embodied or ‘achieved’ national and cultural episteme”.9 In positioning Bowen as such a 
postcolonial cosmopolitan, Pearson (rightly) frames Bowen’s distinctness from her British 
counterparts in terms of her resistance to both abstract universalism and to the tendency to view 
national and cultural formations as fixed or “finished”. However, his treatment of Bowen’s 
formal characteristics relies primarily on their notorious indeterminate nature and never quite 
explores the question of how her more complicated treatment of the nation/cosmos divide also 
constitutes a more nuanced treatment of realism’s consensus-building impulse (one that, as the 
above examples of Walkowitz and Berman suggest, is often treated dismissively by scholars of 
modernism).  
However, if Bowen’s work begins to elide the nation/cosmos distinction, in what ways 
does her work reassess (rather than resist or reject outright) national modes of community? How 
might we reconcile Bowen’s blurring of the distinction between historical/geographical 
rootedness and cosmopolitan perspectives with the formally realist components of her fiction? In 
this chapter, I aim to both extend Pearson’s reading of Bowen’s brand of postcolonial 
cosmopolitanism and place it in closer conversation with other critical assessments of her 
uncertain, hybrid mode of realism. In so doing, I want to raise the possibility that Bowen’s 
cosmopolitan commitments are not informed by a rejection of realism, but require her hybrid 
                                                
8 Berman, Modernist Fiction, Cosmopolitanism, and the Politics of Community, 21; cited in 
Pearson, 68 
9 Pearson, Irish Cosmopolitanism, 68 
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mode of realism in ways that are distinct from her British contemporaries and have been 
overlooked in critical conversations of modernism and its thinking through and beyond the 
nation. Bowen’s psychological realism traces the process of establishing positionality for those 
who exist outside of national consensus – consensus in process. Also: understanding of how 
national consensus interacts with cosmopolitan identities on a continuum rather than in 
opposition to one another. Ultimately, we might read Bowen’s work – coming from a standpoint 
in which national identity and consensus remain in process – as rewiring British realism’s 
consensus-building narratives.  
Critical readings that acknowledge Bowen’s realism (or hybrid modes of realism) often 
point to her extensive engagement with material culture as a key register of her realism. Similar 
to Pearson, Maud Ellmann draws a clear distinction between Bowen and her British modernist 
contemporaries like Virginia Woolf, arguing that Bowen “ultimately sides with the waking world 
of realism, as opposed to the hypnotic world of dreams.”10 The identifying marker of Bowen’s 
realism, Ellmann suggests, is Bowen’s investment in the material world as a necessary 
supplement to modernist interiority: 
The difference between Bowen and Woolf is that Bowen relishes the narrative business 
of the realist, insofar as it releases her from the stifling rose-house of inner life and into 
the world of cars and cocktail-shakers, typewriters and telephones – in short, into the 
modern world, which claims her attention just as much as the archaic phantoms of the 
mind. […] Always mindful of the furniture of life, the objects that hold the subject in 
                                                
10 Ellmann, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page, 4-5 
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position, her imagination also extends beyond such objects to encompass the cataclysms 
of her time.11 
This argument implies, importantly, that Bowen’s realism establishes and makes visible the 
continuities between individual interiority, the material “gadgetry of modernity”12, and broader 
historical currents – arguably a universalist impulse that resists totalization. However, Ellmann is 
careful to point out that Bowen does not seem to work squarely in the realm of classic realism – 
despite her achieving the “reality-effect” by invoking what Barthes calls the “clutter typical of 
realist novels”,13 Ellmann argues that “Bowen’s objects, however, loom too large for the 
exigencies of realism.”14 For Ellmann, then, Bowen is aesthetically distinct from high modernists 
like Woolf, but cannot be understood solely as a realist. It is curious, then, that it should be 
Bowen’s objects – the most immediately apparent register of her realism – that strain against the 
“exigencies” of realist narrative. I want to argue that this intensification of things, and their 
legibility to Bowen’s characters, functions as a critical point of continuity between the material 
“reality-effect” and individual interiority, producing a kind of psychological realism that is 
distinct from British modernism while remaining in conversation with it. 
  More recent work on Bowen and her unique engagement with the material world has 
attributed still more importance to Bowen’s things. These readings often work in conversation 
with proponents of thing theory such as Bill Brown and Jane Bennett. In particular, Bennett’s 
model of “vital materiality” and “thing-power”, or “the curious ability of inanimate things to 
                                                
11 Ellmann, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page, 5 
12 Ibid. 
13 Barthes, Writing Degree Zero; cited in Ellmann, 7 
14 Ellmann, Elizabeth Bowen: The Shadow Across the Page, 7 
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animate and to act, to produce effects dramatic and subtle”,15 has been noted in recent 
scholarship to be relevant to Bowen’s engagement with things. According to Bennett’s model, 
things (distinct, importantly, from objects) possess their own affect and exert their own agency 
on the world of material things, such that they can take on “lives” of their own. For example, 
Elizabeth Inglesby has argued that Bowen developed a kind of “literary animism” across her 
fiction, exploring the possibility that “furniture, houses, and even thoroughly domesticated 
natural items such as cut flowers in vases can register opinions and have relationships with one 
another, regardless of whether a human mediator is present to act as the source of inspiration for 
such acts of personification.”16 Most recently, Laci Mattison extends Inglesby’s analysis by 
arguing how Bowen’s late fiction privileges objects with an existence beyond the human. That is, 
objects intersect with the “social terrain” of the realist novel, but “simultaneously and 
paradoxically destabilize that very reality.”17 Objects ultimately fail in relation to the human, 
Mattison argues: “Bowen’s writing […] expresses an obvious need for objects to mean 
something or to represent the human, but her fiction also recognizes their inability to do so.”18 
These arguments are largely in accord with Ellmann and further elaborate her claim that the 
material in Bowen’s fiction somehow exceeds realist narrative. 
 While my analysis of Bowen’s realism is invested in her use of things, I diverge from 
these recent thing-theory oriented arguments in several important ways. One key concern is that I 
do not go as far as Inglesby and Mattison (and their broader thing theory approaches) in arguing 
                                                
15 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, vii, 2-3. See also Brown, “Thing Theory”, Critical Inquiry 28:1 
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16 Inglesby, “’Expressive Objects’: Elizabeth Bowen’s Narrative Materializes”, Modern Fiction 
Studies 53:2 (2007), 306-307 
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that things in Bowen’s fiction take on an extra-human agency of their own. Rather, I want to 
suggest that human ability (or, often more significantly, inability) to interact with and “read” 
objects is often central to Bowen’s fiction and is what distinguishes her mode of psychological 
realism from both classic British realism and high modernism. This divergence is in part an issue 
of periodization, as thing theory analyses of Bowen tend to focus on her later fiction. As Inglesby 
points out, Bowen’s exploration of objects’ existence beyond human mediation emerged most 
explicitly in the 1950s as part of a broader reassessment of her ideas about the sensory realm.19 
Citing Bowen’s 1950 radio essay “The Cult of Nostalgia”, Inglesby argues that Bowen signals 
her awareness of a growing British longing for a sense of permanence, one that complicated her 
understanding of objects operating in their own world with a “distinct and fully alive spiritual 
existence” at this time.20 Similarly, Mattison’s focus is on Bowen’s late fiction, particularly her 
1963 novel The Little Girls, suggesting that Bowen’s understanding of objects, their agency, and 
their place in her aesthetics evolves over the course of her career.  
By contrast, my analysis of Bowen will focus on her mid-career writing, particularly her 
1935 novel The House in Paris. Examining Bowen’s mid-career fiction, I argue, reveals an 
approach to objects characterized by a more ambivalent sense of the relationships among objects 
and human agents. Specifically, objects in The House in Paris do not attain agency of their own 
(as a thing-theory lens might call for); rather, objects help mediate her characters’ psychological 
responses and internal struggles with national belonging and international identity. Objects in 
Bowen’s mid-career novels thus function as an important register of her realism as they provide 
a point of continuity between her external, cosmopolitan social world and her characters’ 
psychological and emotional states as they attempt to navigate that world. In this chapter, I will 
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consider how troubled relationships to nationality and family are not only layered onto one 
another in The House in Paris, but are also focalized via built environments and material objects. 
I argue that The House in Paris offers a complicated version of Bowen’s broadly recognized 
reliance on physical environments as a source of solidity – in the case of this novel, the kinds of 
national and (by extension) familial affiliation represented by objects are largely illegible to its 
cosmopolitan characters, revealing the limitations of the material world as an index of national 
rootedness in Bowen’s fiction.  
 
II. 
 The House in Paris is known for its tripartite structure, with its first and third sections 
taking place in “The Present” and its second occurring ten years before the novel’s present-day 
narrative. The bulk of the novel’s “present” takes place in the Fisher residence – the titular house 
– which functions as a waystation for two children in transit, shuttled across the Continent by 
their parents. While Henrietta Mountjoy, a young girl from London, is on her way to join her 
grandmother in the south of France, eight-year-old Leopold Grant Moody has arrived from 
Spezia, Italy, with the expectation of meeting his birth mother. Leopold is one of the novel’s 
most markedly cosmopolitan figures: the product of an affair between an upper-middle-class 
English woman, Karen Michaelis, and Max Ebhart, a French-Jewish banker, he has been adopted 
by an American family living in Italy. While Leopold knows that he is adopted, he is not aware 
of the circumstances surrounding his birth and knows only that his mother is English despite 
never having seen England himself; as such, he lacks a clear, stable sense of both familial and 
national affiliation. As I will discuss below, Leopold associates his absent, largely unknown 
mother with an equally indistinct sense of England as a point of origin. In the second section, 
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“The Past”, Bowen turns her attention to Karen and presents the events leading to Leopold’s 
conception, beginning with what commentators often call an “Irish interlude” in which Karen 
visits her Anglo-Irish relatives in post-Civil War County Cork. I argue that we might read 
Leopold’s narrative in the Fisher house and Karen’s Irish interlude as countervailing cases in 
which reliance on the material world fails to produce a stable conception of national and familial 
origin. Both Leopold and Karen occupy spaces associated with transit, but while Leopold 
attempts to locate a stable sense of national and personal origin through tracing the (affective) 
associations of objects surrounding him, Karen seeks a kind of stasis in which such origins 
become irrelevant. However, both mother and son’s material surroundings fail to produce any 
such stability or stillness, not only failing to provide access to a concrete notion of national 
affiliation, but instead further reinforcing an uneasy rootlessness. Further, reading Leopold’s and 
Karen’s respective relationships to their material environments and nationalities in conjunction 
with one another reveals that the novel’s Irish interlude is less a disruption of the novel’s 
narrative structure than it is a means of establishing continuity between mother and child. 
 The novel’s opening scenes portray Henrietta and Leopold’s interactions in the Fisher 
house as he anxiously awaits the arrival of his mother. These interactions highlight Leopold’s 
mobile nature and awareness of his cosmopolitan status, along with a countervailing desire to 
access a more stable sense of maternal and national origin. The environment of the house itself 
suggests transit and impermanence; Henrietta perceives the house’s material features as not only 
“novel”, but also “antagonistic, as though [the house] had been invented to put her out.” (HP 24) 
Henrietta’s reaction to the house foregrounds not only its function as a transitional space, but 
also the significance of its objects: “She felt the house was acting; nothing seemed to be natural, 
objects did not wait to be seen but came crowding in on her.” (HP 24) While their temporary 
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caretaker, Naomi Fisher, insists their house is not a “depôt for young people crossing Paris” (HP 
20), the Fishers did in fact once host young women traveling abroad, including Karen Michaelis. 
The house thus functions not only as a waystation, but also as what Maud Ellmann refers to as a 
“switchboard” for individual histories.21 
Leopold’s understanding of his familial and national affiliations is centered on his 
mother; as the ailing Mme. Fisher informs Henrietta, Leopold’s father is dead and “he has never 
heard of him”. (HP 52-53) When Henrietta inquires as to Leopold’s last name and why it is not 
the same as his mother’s, he responds, “’Because no one knows I’m born’”. (HP 59) While 
Henrietta reads Leopold’s declaration of his obscure origins as prideful, believing he “enjoys the 
distinction” (HP 59), his eagerness to abandon Italy and his adoptive family undercuts the pride 
he takes in his rootlessness. Leopold routinely associates Karen, his absent mother, with 
England, suggesting that maternal affiliation and national/geographical origin are commensurate 
(even interchangeable) in Leopold’s mind even as they are consistently deferred. He confidently 
tells Henrietta that he no longer lives in Italy because his mother will take him home to England, 
a statement that perplexes her: 
“Perhaps you may see her some day. We’re going to live in England.” […] 
“But you live in Italy.” 
“No, I don’t now.” 
Leopold’s calmness dumbfounded Henrietta. He looked again at the clock with masterful 
confidence, as though its hands moved faster the more he looked. A great many “buts” 
shot up in Henrietta’s mind, the first being: But we’re children, people’s belongings: we 
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can’t – Incredulity made her go scarlet. “Do you mean you’re going back with her? 
When?” (HP 61; emphasis original) 
For Leopold, reunion with his mother is so firmly associated with (re)gaining a new national 
orientation that he has already renounced Italy (and, by extension, the Grant Moodys) as his 
home. This renunciation further highlights Leopold’s placelessness – he considers his departure 
from Italy final and absolute, but Karen, not having arrived, has not yet conferred Englishness on 
Leopold with any certainty. Leopold’s state of suspension is thus more than merely spatial, as he 
now hovers between clear emotional, familial, and national registers of belonging. Meanwhile, 
Henrietta’s incredulity is rooted in her understanding of children as “belongings”, objects in 
themselves: how can Leopold choose among his modes of belonging so readily? Henrietta’s 
disbelief brings into focus what Eluned Summers-Bremner has argued is Leopold’s status as an 
object of exchange among families.22 Leopold’s own growing awareness of his object status 
arguably informs his attempts to locate both his mother and Englishness in objects; as Summers-
Bremner argues, objects in The House in Paris “are possessed of an unnatural kind of life”, 
becoming stand-ins for human beings when they attempt to avoid their object status.23 As we will 
see, Leopold is both object and seeks a stable model of his origins in objects. 
Foregrounding Leopold’s attempts to seek stability via objects, Henrietta continues to 
push back against Leopold’s confidence that he can easily shift his familial and geographical 
affiliation, asking “But where can you go if nobody knows you’re born?” (HP 61) Henrietta’s 
question conflates geographical rootedness and familial origin, but it also assumes that Leopold’s 
affiliations are socially informed: his having a place to call home requires not only his knowing 
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he has been born, but also necessitates others who share that knowledge. While Leopold 
anticipates a return to his long-deferred origins, Henrietta’s response poses a central problem: 
has Leopold’s lack of a stable place of origin, along with his renunciation of his adoptive family 
and country, foreclosed the possibility of having a fixed place to return to? This dilemma is 
arguably one reason that Leopold conflates his familial origins with national origins while 
remaining comfortable with his mobility; as Nels Pearson points out, Leopold does not seek a 
sense of rootedness so much as he seeks a place to be from.24  
Thus, despite his expectation of Karen’s imminent arrival and his relocation to England, 
Leopold attempts to gain some purchase on Englishness through physical objects that he expects 
to be associated with that space, as if to create a point of national reference within the transitional 
space of Paris. Once Leopold learns Henrietta has come from London, he takes an immediate 
interest in the dispatch-case she has brought with her, scattering its contents to discover a copy of 
The Strand Magazine. Henrietta dismisses it as “just a magazine”, but Leopold notes that it is 
English, pressing his nose into the pages and observing that “it smells English, too. What’s the 
Strand?” (HP 36)  While Bowen begins by emphasizing the sensory aspects of the magazine, 
suggesting a comforting materiality accessible to Leopold (note his readiness to call the 
magazine’s smell “English” even though he presumably lacks any frame of reference for things 
that “smell English”), he finds the magazine’s contents to be a strange bricolage of English life: 
The Strand Magazine had looked a gold mine to Leopold, but its trafficky cover and 
glazed smell turned out to be richer than its contents. Frowning with scornful 
mystification, but still reading […] he lay over the magazine on one elbow, turning over 
the pages with quick brown hands as though he had England here. He pored over the 
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photographs of statesmen and battleships, the drawings of frank girls, sports cars and 
oak-beamed rooms. (HP 38; emphasis mine) 
Although Leopold understands the magazine’s materiality and content in terms of a metonymic 
relationship with England, he finds its version of English life to be illegible to him: 
The funny stories and pictures brought him to a full stop. His passionate lack of humour 
was native and untutored; no one had taught him that curates, chairs, duchesses, spinsters 
are enough, in England, to make anyone smile. The magazine perplexed Leopold with its 
rigid symbolism, Martian ideology. A veil of foreign sentiment hung over every image, 
making it unclear. Once, at the figure of an admiral saluting, something went up in him 
like a firework. But he did not know what the magazine was about. Hoping for something 
concrete, he went through the advertisements. He sighed, shifted on his elbow and looked 
away. (HP 38) 
The illegibility of England via Henrietta’s copy of The Strand Magazine works on multiple 
registers: the images of English life Leopold encounters are insufficient for him to access any 
knowledge about his mother, and the version of Englishness conveyed by the magazine is coded 
and “rigid” such that it is only accessible to an English audience. Leopold’s frustrated attempt at 
partaking in a version of Englishness via the magazine is arguably a version of what Marian 
Kelly has called a dangerous, “overwhelmingly personal and therefore isolating nostalgia”.25 The 
magazine may be read as a manifestation of a shared, collective English nostalgia; for Leopold, 
this collective nostalgia is synonymous with his own deeply personal nostalgia. Lacking a 
referent for his personal, maternal nostalgia, Leopold fills the space left by his mother with a 
collective entity; that is, English national identity as indexed in material objects such as The 
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Strand. However, this strategy backfires: Leopold becomes aware of a shared collective 
Englishness, but also becomes aware of how illegible that shared identity is to him. Rather than 
providing Leopold with a cultural lexicon with which to gain some affiliation with Englishness 
and thus with his mother, he is instead unable to gain any “concrete” purchase. Rather, his 
physical, emotional, and cultural distance from his point of origin is reinforced. 
Having failed to access any notion of origin via Henrietta’s belongings, Leopold reacts by 
placing still more pressure on his sense of maternal affiliation, grasping for any objects he can 
associate directly with Karen. On locating an empty envelope from Karen to Miss Fisher, he 
comforts himself with the likelihood that he will soon meet her, yet admits that he cannot 
imagine her and must, in the meantime, figure her in terms of place. Observing the Berlin 
postmark on the empty envelope, he thinks: “It was Berlin then – she’s in Paris now, though. I 
shall see her; I don’t need to know what she said. […] If I opened that door now there would be 
the hall wallpaper. Then when it opens there will be her face. I shall see what I cannot imagine 
now. Now she’s in Paris somewhere because of me…” (HP 40; emphasis mine). He nonetheless 
attempts to imagine Karen’s words into existence, pressing the empty envelope to his head “as he 
had once seen a thought-reader do” (HP 45), an act that reinforces his need to bridge himself and 
his imagined version of his mother with some material trace of her. Summers-Bremner also 
points out that this act of “thought-reading” keeps Leopold’s own object status invisible to him: 
“This is an exemplary scene of forward-looking fantasy as a defence against loss – the absence 
of Leopold’s mother and her letter – in which Leopold himself is both the author and the 
imagined centre. The correlative of this scene, however, is that Leopold is also the physical prop 
or reason for being of his mother’s longed-for appearance.”26 In addition to obscuring his own 
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object status, Leopold’s version of Karen’s letter further emphasizes that reunion with her 
signifies a transition to England and a return to a set of origins he has not actually experienced: 
“We shall be very busy arranging things, as I am taking Leopold back to England with me. He 
cannot go back to Spezia as I mean to keep him, the people there must get hold of some other 
child. […] So they can put that in their pipes and smoke it. […] I have come to the conclusion 
that I cannot live without Leopold, because he is the only person I want.” (HP 45) The desire for 
maternal and national affiliation Leopold expresses here also underscores the extent to which he 
is now suspended between places and identities: for him, a return to Italy and his adoptive family 
is no longer possible. 
Karen, however, defers her reunion with Leopold – ironically, the telegram announcing 
that she will not meet Leopold at the Fisher house interrupts Henrietta’s attempt to read 
Leopold’s future with her deck of playing cards. The first of the two “The Present” sections thus 
ends with suspension: Leopold’s present-day narrative and his anticipated English future are both 
left unresolved at a moment of crisis. Significantly, Bowen reintroduces the realist narrator at 
this moment, as though to signal the necessity of mediating Leopold’s dashed expectations. Up 
to this point, Bowen’s narrator has provided relatively direct access to Leopold’s interiority 
while exploring the influence of the material world on those thought processes; the shift in 
narrative style at the beginning of “The Past” is therefore jarring and lends a certain self-
consciousness to the intrusion of Bowen’s narrator. In so doing, Bowen’s narrator is thus able to 
call attention to the extent to which Leopold’s understanding of his mother is shaped by his 
childlike perspective: 
He expected from her a past as plain as the present, simply a present elsewhere. She was 
his contemporary. When he said: ‘We shall understand each other,’ he had not boasted. 
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He and she had shared experience once: to his pre-adolescent mind his having been born 
of her did not shut a gate between them. […] Actually, the meeting he had projected 
could take place only in Heaven – call it Heaven; on the plane of potential not merely 
likely behavior. Or call it art, with truth and imagination informing every word. Only 
there – in heaven or art, in that nowhere, on that plane – could Karen have told Leopold 
what had really been. (HP 67) 
This reentry of the narrator and retreat from Leopold’s interiority calls attention to how the 
psychological effects of Leopold’s uncertain status exceeds the limits of free indirect discourse 
and modernist interiority. Simultaneously, the reentry of the narrator appears to be a self-
reflexive strategy to remind the reader that Leopold’s “pre-adolescent” perspective constitutes, 
for him, the truth – Karen’s version of the events leading to Leopold’s birth, however objectively 
“true” they might be, would only constitute “the grown-up falsified view of what had been once 
that she, coming in actually, might have given him.” (HP 67) His past and the “elsewhere” in 
which he has located it, however, remain illegible and inaccessible. 
 
III. 
 After Leopold learns that he will not meet his mother, the narrative moves ten years into 
the past and shifts its focus to Karen Michaelis. Karen’s narrative provides a sort of “origin 
story” for Leopold that he himself has been denied; ironically, that origin story also reinforces 
his mobile, indistinct origins. This extended “flashback” opens with Karen’s arrival at 
Rushbrook in County Cork, en route to visit her Aunt Violet and her Anglo-Irish husband. This 
section takes the form of what critics have referred to as an “Irish interlude”, a feature common 
in Bowen’s otherwise non-Irish novels (that is, without an Irish protagonist or setting, or a plot 
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concerned with Ireland). These interludes have been the subject of conflicting interpretations, 
often rooted in whether and how they work in conjunction with the novel as a whole. Marian 
Kelly, for example, argues that the Irish interlude of The House in Paris is essentially dissonant 
in that it implies a nostalgic return, but ultimately functions as a disruption of the narrative that 
highlights Bowen’s broader concern with the dangers of nostalgia. Further, she argues that 
Bowen’s Irish interludes disrupt the forward momentum of the narrative in order to create 
stasis.27 Other critics read the Irish interludes as working in conjunction with Bowen’s unsettled 
characters; for example, Nels Pearson has argued that when read in conjunction with the 
conclusion of The Last September and the beginning of the Anglo-Irish War, the Irish interlude 
of The House in Paris is less a return to a stable entity than it is “a return to an unresolved 
history”.28  Extending Pearson’s argument, I suggest that this interlude also offers a counterpoint 
to Leopold’s frustrated desire for a stable place of origin that is rooted in physical spaces and 
objects, but is simultaneously frustrated by them. The unresolved Anglo-Irish history that 
features in the Irish interlude of The House in Paris functions as a consideration of how Bowen’s 
psychological realism might mediate that history. Simultaneously, it frames Karen’s own 
uncertain sense of national identity, suggesting Leopold’s unresolved and unresolvable 
rootlessness is, in essence, his inheritance. 
 Feeling her social and geographical borders constricting after her engagement to Ray 
Forrestier, Karen opts for an extended vacation in County Cork that looks more like an attempt 
to flee. Her engagement offers social stability, but also restriction: “She had firm ground under 
her feet, but the world shrank; perhaps she was missing the margin of uncertainty.” (HP 69) As 
multiple critics have pointed out, Karen seeks stillness (or even stasis) in Cork, but it is important 
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to note that she is also trying to resist another kind of stillness; that is, circumscription in upper-
class Britishness through her marriage to Ray. Bowen emphasizes that Karen “had been born and 
was making her marriage inside the class that in England changes least of all. The Michaelis 
lived like a family in a pre-war novel in one of the tall, cream houses in Chester Terrace, 
Regent’s Park. Their relatives and old friends […] were rooted in the same soil.” (HP 70) The 
extent of Karen’s rootedness in her upper-class English milieu is, I argue, often overlooked in 
readings of the Irish interlude that emphasize Karen’s cosmopolitan leanings and her search for 
stillness in Cork. She is introduced, as Bowen’s comparison to a “pre-war novel” suggests, as 
fully entrenched in a settled, upper-class English milieu, such that Leopold’s later association of 
her with his own vague conception of England is surprisingly apt: 
[The Michaelis] are not rococo, as the aristocracy are supposed to be, or, like the middle 
classes, tangles of mean motives: up against no one, they are hard to be up against. […] 
She saw this inherited world enough from the outside to see that it might not last, but, 
perhaps for this reason, obstinately stood by it. Her marriage to Ray would have that 
touch of inbreeding that makes a marriage so promising; he was a cousin’s cousin; they 
had first met at her home. Her only brother, Robin, had come safely through the war to 
marry a very nice woman with property in the North; he managed his wife’s property, 
hunted two days a week, sometimes published clever satirical verse and experimented in 
artificial manures. This was the world she sometimes wished to escape from but, through 
her marriage, meant to inhabit still. (HP 71) 
Bowen’s depiction of Karen’s family life and social milieu does little to suggest rootlessness, 
mobility, or the cosmopolitan. National and class identities are settled, fixed, “finished” in the 
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postwar England of the Michaelis family; despite occasionally chafing against the limitations of 
her English milieu, Karen expects to remain rooted there simply through inertia.  
 In light of Karen’s personal sense of rootedness in a similarly stable familial and national 
formation, her seeking stillness in Irish spaces appears counterintuitive – at best, what she might 
find is an alternate kind of stillness. I argue instead that she finds a consistently, always-already 
unsettled stillness that propels her further into rejection of her settled identity and into more 
cosmopolitan spaces – a rejection that comes to constitute the conditions of Leopold’s birth and 
adoption. What, then, does a specifically Irish interlude do to bring Karen’s rootedness into 
focus? How does it function as a catalyst for her reconsideration of her fixed national identity? 
As Pearson has pointed out, Irish expatriate modernists were particularly sensitive to conditions 
of “native displacement” because such displacement was characteristic of Ireland itself.29 This 
displacement was particularly pertinent for the Anglo-Irish, including Bowen herself; in light of 
this, Karen’s flight to an Anglo-Irish enclave is no accident. Pearson argues that Anglo-Irish 
enclaves function as “simultaneously a familiar home and a site of disorientation.” Bowen’s own 
experience of Anglo-Irish loss and displacement, particularly as focalized in Big Houses, is 
especially representative of her “awareness of the stubborn, enigmatic materiality of unsettled 
places.”30 Unsurprisingly, then, Karen’s stay in the enclave of Rushbrook is marked by material 
traces of the Anglo-Irish past, producing a dual experience of stillness and placelessness. Like 
Leopold, Karen reads these material traces, but to distinct ends. 
As Karen approaches Rushbrook, she finds that she dreads actually arriving, finding more 
comfort in those moments of imminent arrival when the destination remains indistinct. As she 
views Rushbrook from the distance of the steamer, she has difficulty reading the traces of the 
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Anglo-Irish War in the landscape: “Yes, this looked like a hill in Italy faded; it stood in that flat 
clear light in which you think of the past and did not look like a country subject to racking 
change.” (HP 72) Karen possesses an intellectual awareness of the Anglo-Irish War and the 
radical changes to which Ireland had to that point been subject, but the landscape (from both her 
physical and experiential distance) is more suggestive of a timeless past, a place of suspension 
rather than radical displacement. Part of Rushbrook’s appeal is, ironically, this illegibility: 
“Karen’s heart sank at the thought of being met. She was startled to find how unwilling she was 
to arrive: she had thought of the journey as, simply, getting away. But you never quite get away. 
Rushbrook had sounded airy because she did not know it, but that would be spoilt soon.” (HP 
75) 
 She is, nonetheless, met at the docks by Colonel Bill Bent, a sometime Anglo-Irish 
landowner in what Karen perceives as an incongruous marriage to her Aunt Violet: “Her family 
were amusing, though not unkind, about Uncle Bill: it was not easy to see why Aunt Violet, who 
had got on so happily as a widow living outside Florence, becoming each year more like an 
ageless primitive angel, should have married this hysterical little person who had not even a 
place: his house, Montebello, had been burnt in the troubles.” (HP 75) Bowen’s emphasis on 
Bill’s loss of his estate is another register of placelessness in the novel, one linked more 
explicitly to the broader questions of the Ascendancy’s position after the Anglo-Irish War. Bill 
appears out of place even in the eyes of his English niece: “[He] was unlike one’s idea of an Irish 
landowner; he looked despondent and peaky, and lacked gusto. Karen had met him once at a 
family party, where he had lifted unhappy eyes from his teacup only to glance mistrustfully at 
the clock.” (HP 73) Bill’s position of “native displacement” is political, geographic, social, and 
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distinctly legible even to outsiders such as Karen – an early indication of the broader conditions 
of displacement that haunt and undercut the calm of Rushbrook. 
 Increasingly, Karen finds the stasis she initially identifies in the space of Rushbrook 
persistently undercut and haunted by the Anglo-Irish past. As Karen arrives at Mount Iris, the 
new Bent residence, Bowen’s realist narrator returns to reflect on the tension of entering as yet 
unknown houses: “It is a wary business, walking about a strange house you know you are to 
know well. […] From what you see, there is to be no escape. Untrodden rocky canyons or virgin 
forests cannot be more entrapping than the inside of a house, which shows you what life is.” (HP 
77) Familiarity, the narrator claims, constitutes entrapment and an uneasy kind of permanence; it 
is perhaps appropriate that the “life” Mount Iris shows Karen is a suspended one. Mount Iris is 
figured as a bulwark against change, filled with a press of objects that convey permanence: 
The rooms smelt of Indian rugs, spirit-lamps, hyacinths. In the drawing room, Aunt 
Violet’s music was stacked on the rosewood piano; a fringed shawl embroidered with 
Indian flowers was folded across the foot of the couch; the writing-table was crowded 
with brass things. In a pan-shaped basket by the sofa were balls of white knitting wool. 
Aunt Violet seemed to have lived here always. […] The rooms looked not so much empty 
as at a sacred standstill; Karen could almost hear Uncle Bill saying: ‘I have touched 
nothing since my dear wife’s death.’ (HP 77; emphasis mine) 
Despite the assortment of objects and the reality-effect they constitute, the objects that crowd 
through Mount Iris seem far from Ellmann’s “gadgetry of modernity”; rather, they are more 
evocative of a Victorian, colonial past. As I have discussed above, Ellmann points to Bowen’s 
investment in such “gadgetry” as part of her novels’ reality-effect and a register of her realism. 
However, if these objects are doing similar work in producing a reality-effect, that effect is 
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distinct from Bowen’s otherwise modernity-oriented realism. Much like her comparison of the 
Michaelis’ existence to a “pre-war novel”, I would argue that this is a deliberate invocation not 
only of a nineteenth-century past, but also of the nineteenth-century novel. This view of Mount 
Iris is Bowen’s reality-effect translated into more obviously Victorian, typically realist terms in 
order to evoke a prior form of consensus – in this case, the Ascendancy’s past position. 
However, Bowen’s emphasis that the rooms of Mount Iris are at a “standstill” reminds us that the 
social order and consensus evoked by its objects are nonetheless things of the past, artificially 
enforced. 
 This stasis extends further to the landscape of Rushbrook as a whole, soon lulling Karen 
into deep passivity and routine, where the days did “not [touch] anything as they passed.” (HP 
78) Once in Rushbrook, Karen finds herself at a radical remove from the space of England and 
modernity: 
Some afternoons, Karen walked inland behind Rushbrook, into bare open country near 
the mountains […] But the dry whistling upland grass and lines of windbent beeches 
along the ridges, the dipping spaces of pale distance and air, said no more to her than 
Aunt Violet’s bric-à-brac. She either felt nothing or felt, wherever she was, the same 
something approaching, like steps in the distance making you stand still. Her passivity 
made the hills, like the indoors of Mount Iris or the view of the harbour, seem to be 
behind glass. This was more than having no human fears. (HP 78) 
The timeless quality of the objects that crowd Mount Iris extends to the landscape surrounding 
the estate, suggestive of a stillness that is distinct from the settled, uncontested stability of her 
life in England. The lack of signification of the domestic space of Mount Iris, and its extension 
into the landscape of Rushbrook, constitutes a radical stillness for Karen.  
   
 186 
However, while Aunt Violet’s “bric-à-brac” conveys a domestic stillness and 
timelessness, not all of the objects in Mount Iris function this way. The stasis of Mount Iris and 
Rushbrook is undercut by the physical markers of its violent past, countering the consensus 
evoked by the objects we have discussed above despite relying on the same formal strategy. 
Karen is reminded that Mount Iris was purchased with compensation money for Montebello’s 
burning, a replacement for an Anglo-Irish past whose traces are persistently visible in the objects 
throughout the house. Such objects are, curiously, woven into the house’s domestic objects as if 
to undercut or soften the violent change and irretrievable past they signify: 
Ghastly black staring photographs of the ruins of Montebello hung at Mount Iris outside 
the bathroom door; downstairs was a photograph of the house as it used to be, in winter, a 
grey façade of light-reflecting windows, flanked each side by groves of skeleton trees. It 
could never have been gay or homely. But Rushbrook is full of Protestant gentry, living 
down misfortunes they once had. […] The nineteenth-century calm hanging over the 
colony makes the rest of Ireland a frantic or lonely dream. (HP 75) 
Unlike Leopold, Karen finds the objects around her entirely too legible; the violent origins of 
Mount Iris push in around what Karen refers to as “Aunt Violet’s bric-à-brac” (HP 80) and 
disrupt the “nineteenth-century calm” of the Ascendancy enclave. Even the photograph of 
Montebello before the Troubles is suggestive of its eventual fate, as its “skeleton trees” and 
“gray façade” simultaneously anticipate and echo the “ghastly black staring photographs” of its 
ruins (note the jarring placement of these photographs next to the bathroom, as though to reduce 
the historical trauma of the Troubles to domestic clutter). Rather than producing a kind of 
timeless stasis, the material environment of Cork calls persistently to its lost Ascendancy origins. 
For Karen, this “unstrange place” produces “a troubling strangeness, a disturbing repose.” (HP 
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75-76) Karen’s perception of Rushbrook’s repose as “disturbing” arguably derives from its 
deeply uncertain nature. In light of the sudden, violent “misfortunes” the former gentry of 
Rushbrook must “live down”, and the uncertainty of their place in a post-Civil War Ireland, that 
repose is uneasy at best. 
 Karen’s unease in Anglo-Irish spaces is, we learn, echoed by the Michaelis family as a 
whole. The Michaelis family maintains a curious discomfort with Ireland seemingly because, for 
them, it evokes the periphery and a troublingly marginal position: “It was hard for Aunt Violet’s 
family to see why the Bents could not have chosen to settle – for instance – in Devonshire. 
Perhaps Uncle Bill clung to the edges of his own soil”. (HP 76) Given the Michaelis’ almost 
exaggerated rootedness in upper-middle-class English identity, the choice of Devonshire is 
perhaps telling in its assumed contrast to the “edges” to which Bill clings. The Michaelis’ 
attitude towards Bill (and by extension, Ireland in general) reinforces his tenuous presence even 
on his “native soil”, further emphasizing the Ascendancy’s lack of a stable subject position. 
Further, the Michaelis view of Ireland is that of a liminal space, one that is not quite “abroad” or 
properly cosmopolitan, but not within the compass of their Englishness: “[A]nd it was like Aunt 
Violet to set, so unconsciously, a premium on her company by living across the sea. Florence 
had seemed less distant; the Michaelis connection all knew Florence well. ‘Abroad’ was inside 
their compass. But the idea of Aunt Violet in Ireland made them uncomfortable; it seemed 
insecure and pointless, as though she had chosen to settle on a raft.” (HP 76) Bowen’s extension 
of Karen’s response to Irish space to the Michaelis family as a whole suggests that Karen has 
come to Ireland with a preconceived sense of its liminality and imagines it as an alternative to 
the metropolitan modernity of the Michaelis’ world. 
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The alternative kind of stillness that Karen seeks in Ireland is thus compromised by not 
only the significance of its material environments and objects, but also by her ability to read 
those objects. This awareness of the national past is bookended by impending familial rupture as 
Karen learns that Violet is ill and expects to die within the month. When Bill abruptly reveals 
Violet’s illness and impending operation, Karen observes “the harbour locked in green headlands 
[that] lay glassy under the close sky” and comments on the seeming absurdity of her illness with 
“But everything here goes on as if it would never stop.” (HP 80) Bill’s response – “That’s what 
she wants, you know; she likes things to go on” (HP 80) – further implies that the stasis of 
Rushbrook is not only fundamentally compromised, but also in a sense artificial. Its haunting by 
the violent past as typified in the photographs of Montebello now collides with impending 
change as the specter of Violet’s death is made visible. Where, ten years later, Leopold will see 
incoherence in the objects he hopes will provide a point of geographical and familial reference, 
Karen readily reads the traces of historical violence and impending familial rupture in the objects 
around her. Recognizing the artificiality of Rushbrook’s stasis and that “what was going to 
happen stood at the door”, she feels a compulsion “to get away […] while everything lasted.” 
(HP 86)  
Importantly, however, Violet’s illness is not the initial impetus for Karen’s leaving 
Ireland, though it is the crisis that finally forces her departure from the liminal, artificially still 
space of Rushbrook. Rather, she begins to grow impatient with the “calm of Rushbrook”, which 
becomes like “a blanket that she desperately wanted to throw off”, (HP 79), after the calm pace 
of her visit is interrupted by a letter from Ray “asking Karen to say if she truly wanted to marry 
him”. (HP 78; emphasis original) As we have seen above, Karen’s impending marriage to Ray 
came to constitute a threatening kind of stillness, a suffocating stability that precipitated her 
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temporary escape to Ireland. Ray’s reentry into her consciousness undermines the calm of 
Rushbrook still further, rendering it as suffocating as the prospect of marriage. It is at this 
moment that Karen recalls Max, figuring him as an alternative to the suffocating effects of 
Rushbrook, her family, and her engagement: “She wanted to be with some gaunt, contemptuous 
person who twisted life in his own way…An hour later she went to the post again, this time with 
a letter to Mme Fisher in Paris.” (HP 79) Immediately after reestablishing her connection to the 
outside world by posting her letter to Paris, Bill informs her of Violet’s illness, prompting her to 
end her visit prematurely and return to England.  
 Ultimately, Karen’s desire for stasis proves as impossible as Leopold’s desire for a stable 
point of origin. Her premature departure from Cork, ending the Anglo-Irish interlude, may be 
read as an embrace of travel and motion, as her return to England precipitates the trans-channel 
affair that results in Leopold’s birth. In a sense, the flight from points of national and familial 
origin, and the failure of the material world, is Leopold’s uneasy inheritance. This version of 
Bowen’s typical “Irish interlude”, then, is not so much a disruption of the narrative as it is a 
necessary foregrounding of the conditions of Leopold’s birth. In addition, this version of the Irish 
interlude crystallizes the novel’s broader concerns with unstable national and familial 
affiliations, and the ways in which those affiliations inform one another.  
 On the level of form, the Irish interlude also complicates the role of the material in 
indexing national affiliations, identities, and histories. Where Leopold’s inability to read material 
indices of Englishness such as The Strand Magazine in “The Present” suggest a failure of the 
material, prompting him to rely still more heavily on his individual vision of Karen and the 
English life he associates with her, Karen’s stay in Rushbrook offers a more complicated version 
of the role of objects. The historical violence that the objects of Rushbrook signal persists despite 
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the artificial timelessness and enforced calm of the Anglo-Irish enclave. They simultaneously 
disrupt current consensus while serving as a reminder of previous forms of national identity that 
were, and remain, too unsettled to be termed consensus. In effect, Bowen’s Irish interlude 
focalizes the novel’s formal concerns as well as its rendering of unsettled, uncertain national 
identities. The incommensurate, contested modes of consensus encoded both in Rushbrook’s 
material world and Karen’s reading of that world forms the backdrop to the affair that produces 
Leopold. 
 
IV. 
 Upon returning to England, Karen soon reunites with Naomi Fisher, with Naomi’s now-
fiancé Max in tow, and soon finds herself entangled in an affair with him. As the trio reacquaint 
themselves with one another, Karen finds herself preoccupied with questions of hybridity, 
affiliation, and placelessness despite her conviction that she is back “where [she] really 
belong[s]”. (HP 106) Upon returning to London, Karen seems to view Ireland as an unsettling 
aberration, and yet her stay there inflects the way she navigates her friendship with Naomi and 
her growing interest in Max. She goes so far as to associate her discomfort with meeting Max 
again (having last encountered him years prior as a resident at Mme Fisher’s house): “Whatever 
did I think could happen to me? His charm remained – if it ever had been charm. […] She looked 
back at that broken-off talk with Aunt Violet while watching the trawler: then she had thought 
she had something still to dread. It had been the air of Ireland, perhaps”. (HP 106) Karen’s stay 
in Ireland, an experience of “foreignness” that is distinct from her adolescent stay in Paris, 
unsettles her understanding of Max as a foreigner. In her reading of Irish women’s experience of 
“translation” into different cultures, Heather Ingman argues that Karen’s trip to Ireland puts her 
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at a distance from herself, prompting her to recognize that Max makes her unhappy, but also that 
he exists outside of her understanding of Englishness. Perhaps due to her encounter with Anglo-
Irish marginality, her awareness of Max’s hybrid nationality (French-English-Jewish) is 
heightened; as Ingman argues, “[for] Karen, it is Max’s hybrid nationality that makes him 
strange”, a foreigner in England and France.31  
 For Karen, Max’s engagement to Naomi makes him both more and less foreign: 
“Becoming Naomi’s lover ‘placed’ him, and far away.” (HP 107) He achieves “place” – that is, 
he is brought within Karen’s understanding of Englishness (recall that Naomi’s father was 
English) – but he is simultaneously placed at a social and emotional distance from her. Even the 
space in which the three meet highlights the trio’s geographic, social, and emotional 
entanglements: the death of an English relation of Naomi’s brings them to her house at 
Twickenham, a space that is at best semi-foreign to all three. Transience also marks the space, as 
they come together at the house of a dead woman that is about to be sold (interestingly, an empty 
house, void of objects). As Karen notes to Max, “’I’d never been to Twickenham till today, and I 
suppose I may never come again. If I did come, I might never find this house. I don’t know the 
address; I suppose it has one.” (HP 111) The transient, “addressless” nature of this space, in 
which all three parties are to some extent foreigners, echoes the uneasy suspension of 
Rushbrook; significantly, this is where Max and Karen begin their affair. Nels Pearson has noted 
the importance of coastal spaces (as geographically, culturally, and politically liminal areas) to 
Karen and Max’s affair32 – and, as I will discuss below, much of their affair is carried out in such 
spaces – yet we might read the “addressless” Twickenham as a corollary to coastal space. It is 
                                                
31 Ingman, “Translating Between Cultures: A Kristevan Reading of the Theme of the Foreigner 
in Some Twentieth-Century Novels by Irish Women.” The Yearbook of English Studies 36:1 
(2006), 183 
32 See Pearson, Irish Cosmopolitanism, 91 
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not, geographically speaking, coastal, yet it maintains a similarly peripheral character in its place 
on the outskirts of London – in a sense, on the periphery of the metropole. 
 Even at this early stage, the terms of Karen and Max’s attraction and affair are informed 
by a complex negotiation of their national identities and incommensurate notions of foreignness 
and rootedness. As Karen realizes Max and Naomi will be en route to Paris the following day, 
“the English Channel rose to cut them off like a blade of steel. The fine-weather blue the sea 
would have tomorrow, puffed into smiling ripples, could not disguise how fatal it was.” (HP 
109) For Karen, geography is an insurmountable barrier; when she expresses her fear that she 
will never see Max and Naomi after this day, he points out, “’But we are a couple of foreigners, 
after all.’” (HP 109) Karen insists that Max and Naomi are not foreigners because they do not 
“belong somewhere else”; Max disagrees: “No, we are not rooted anywhere like you are.” (HP 
110) Similarly, he disagrees with Karen’s wish that they lived in London, arguing that they 
would eventually lose contact with one another in such a metropolitan space. Ultimately, he 
believes, he and Naomi “make better visitors.” (HP 110) Naomi herself further reinforces this 
assertion; as she serves tea on the lawn as though (ironically) they were at home, Karen cannot 
help but see them as fundamentally “other”: “As lovers, Max and she were a couple of refugees, 
glad to find themselves anywhere. He had been right in saying they were not rooted. […] They 
both had the hybrid’s undefendable shyness that no one else can gauge.” (HP 113) Max and 
Karen define “foreigner” in incommensurate ways: for Karen it is simply a belonging elsewhere, 
where for Max it is a more absolute lack of rootedness; by his definition, to be cosmopolitan is to 
be foreign everywhere. Arguably, Max’s own hybrid identity and his more conventional 
understanding of “rootless” cosmopolitanism makes Karen’s rootedness visible to her, a parallel 
to the ways in which her stay in Rushbrook left her uncomfortably aware of her foreignness in 
   
 193 
hybrid spaces. Meanwhile, Max’s assertion that their friendship must function best at a distance 
raises the question of whether their bonds can only exist, much less thrive, in temporary, 
unfamiliar spaces where their mutual illegibility can be sustained. 
 Shortly after this first meeting, Max and Karen begin their affair, arranging clandestine 
meetings in coastal locations in both England and France, highlighting the trans-channel and 
cosmopolitan nature of their relationship. Although beginning this affair signals a greater 
embrace of travel, motion, and cosmopolitan identity on Karen’s part, Max simultaneously 
reminds her of her relatively rooted position in Englishness. Their dual positions constitute a 
mutual illegibility that soon becomes painfully apparent to Karen. As the two explore Boulogne-
sur-Mer (another coastal space), Bowen’s realist narrator intervenes at such a moment of 
heightened emotional illegibility that is informed by mismatched geographic boundaries and 
histories: “Their worlds were so much unlike that no experience had the same value for both of 
them. They could remember nothing that they could speak of, and memory is to love what the 
saucer is to the cup. But for lovers or friends with no past in common the historic past unrolls 
like a park, like a ridgy landscape full of buildings and people.” (HP 143-144) Formally, much 
of Karen’s narrative in “The Past” is characterized by use of free indirect discourse with Karen 
as a focalizer, with little intervention from the more typically realist narrator who first explicitly 
emerged at the beginning of “The Past” in order to mediate the emotional crisis of Karen and 
Leopold’s abortive meeting.  
 Bowen’s slippage between the material world and her characters’ psychological 
responses, between her realism and modernist interiority, reaches its most clearly hybrid point as 
Max and Karen consummate their affair and conceive Leopold. In keeping with their trans-
channel meetings, the two meet in Hythe, on the Kentish coast. As Karen arrives, she views it, 
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much like Twickenham, as a sort of “no-place” with no relation to the rest of England or the 
wider world: “Not having been here before and now coming with Max made an island of the 
town. It stayed like nowhere, near nowhere, cut off from everywhere else.” (HP 148) Bowen’s 
narrator, however, undercuts Karen’s sense of Hythe’s indistinctness with an lengthy 
introduction that emphasizes its geographical and historical specificity: 
Centuries ago, the sea began to draw away from the cinque port, leaving it high and dry 
with a stretch of sea-flattened land between town and beach. The grey barrack houses 
along the sea front are isolated; if the sea went for them they would be cut off. […] West 
of the town, the canal bends under a bridge then goes straight to Lympne between the 
hills and the marsh; across the marsh martello towers in different stages of ruin follow the 
curve of the coast towards Dungeness, where at nights a lighthouse flashes far out. On its 
inland side, the town climbs a steep hill, so that the houses stand on each other’s heads. 
The beautiful church must have crowned the town; now new houses spread in a fan above 
it, driving back the thickety hazel woods. Back from the brow of Hythe hill the country – 
cornfieldy, open and creased with woody valleys, Kentish, mysterious – stretches to the 
chalk downs. (HP 148) 
This extensive introduction to the scene precedes the introduction of Karen’s perspective, 
immediately establishing a tension with Karen’s hazy, impressionistic view of Hythe. In so 
doing, Bowen’s narrator undercuts Karen’s perception of Hythe as a liminal, not entirely 
locatable space like Rushbrook or Twickenham. While Hythe remains a coastal space and thus 
maintains its cosmopolitan associations, Bowen’s narrator pushes back by reminding us that it is 
locatable, and remains part of English space and history. While formulating Hythe as an isolated, 
unlocatable space suggests that Karen understands such spaces as the only ones in which socially 
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unsanctioned relationships such as this affair can take place, the narrator’s insistent specification 
of Hythe serves as a reminder that Leopold is conceived in a space that is coastal, but also 
persistently English, foregrounding his identification of England with his mother. Karen’s 
disorientation runs up against the narrator’s work to orient the reader: the introduction to Hythe 
is a way of mapping that space, placing it in relation to nearby locales that emphasize its place in 
a broader English geographical and social formation. The omniscient realist narrator thus 
moderates Karen’s more impressionistic perspective of Hythe as well as her impulse to 
essentially deracinate it, removing it from all social, geographic, and historic associations. 
 The tension between realist and impressionistic representation Bowen gestures towards in 
the introduction to Hythe is inverted in the scene in which Leopold is conceived. Where Karen’s 
interiority and the realist narrative voice have to this point worked in tension with one another, 
the two begin to work in tandem as Karen considers the implications of Leopold’s conception. 
The physical act of Leopold’s conception is only alluded to; Bowen instead shifts formal 
registers to a five-page interior monologue from Karen in the immediate aftermath. Leopold is, 
as Bennett and Royle put it, “conceived in thought” in terms of both sexual procreation and 
cerebration.33 In keeping with the idea that Leopold is conceived in thought as much as 
physically – indeed, his conception “in thought” is given more weight in the text – I argue that 
Bowen’s shift in formal registers as well as the terms in which Karen thinks Leopold into being 
are pivotal to understanding Bowen’s slippages between realist and modernist modes.  
 Bowen’s rendition of Karen’s interiority is, I argue, in proximity to Edouard Dujardin’s 
model of interior monologue. While this model of monologue is generally associated with Joyce 
(particularly by Dujardin himself), its relationship to modernism and forms immediately 
                                                
33 Bennett and Royle, Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel, 45, 56-57 
   
 196 
preceding it also give it relevance to Bowen’s development of a psychological realism to narrate 
cosmopolitan experience. Although Dujardin located interior monologue’s first appearances in 
the 1880s, he acknowledges that it did not become fully visible until the 1920s; meanwhile, his 
monograph on interior monologue formed the basis of a series of lectures given in 1930. Given 
the visibility of interior monologue at the time Bowen was writing, we might productively apply 
it to Irish expatriate writers other than Joyce (interestingly, Dujardin also cites George Moore’s 
proximity to interior monologue in novels such as The Lake34). Dujardin asserts that the primary 
goal of interior monologue is “to suppress authorial intervention (or at least apparent 
intervention) and to allow the character to express himself directly.”35 Interior monologue is, 
then, direct representation of thought with an absence of explanation or reason; Dujardin cites 
Stuart Gilbert’s curiously realistic metaphor of interior monologue as “exact, almost 
photographic reproduction of thoughts.”36 Bowen’s version of interior monologue falls 
somewhere between Dujardin’s version and realist narration in a way that produces a distinct 
formal mode.  
 At the beginning of Karen’s monologue, the narrator’s voice intervenes and addresses 
Leopold directly, complicating the temporal specificity of the interior monologue by 
reemphasizing that we are not party to Karen’s thoughts in the moment. Simultaneously, the 
narration begins to retreat visibly from the material world: “The street lamp still lit up the 
chestnut tree […] The mantelpiece and the wardrobe with its mirror stood either side, darker than 
the dark walls. Having done as she knew she must she did not think there would be a child: all 
the same, the idea of you, Leopold, began to be present with her.” (HP 151-152) In addition to 
                                                
34 Dujardin, Interior Monologue, 124 
35 Ibid., 101 
36 Ibid., 107-108 
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marking the moment of Leopold’s “conception” in Karen’s thoughts, the narrator’s intervention 
here recalls the recursive nature of the narrative and points to the reader’s awareness that this 
moment leads inevitably to Leopold’s later abandonment in Paris. As Leopold will attempt to 
imagine Karen into being in Paris ten years later, so Karen begins to imagine Leopold into being 
here. Karen’s monologue opens with a question to herself: “Had this not been escape? She was 
washed back ashore again. Further out than you dare go, where she had been is the outgoing 
current not strong enough not to let you back? […] I am let back, safe, too safe; no one will ever 
know. […] I shall die like Aunt Violet wondering what else there was; from this there is no 
escape for me after all.” (HP 152) After the narrator’s intervention, the narrative abruptly moves 
into first-person narration through Karen’s perspective with no other grammatical or syntactic 
indication that we are being given direct access to Karen’s thoughts, a shift in narrative voice not 
otherwise seen in the novel. In addition to this formal shift, the spontaneous recollection of 
Karen’s motivations is suggestive of interior monologue. Karen’s calling back to Violet and 
Rushbrook recalls her original impetus for her journey to Ireland and her subsequent reunion 
with Max: to escape marital and social stability, which for her constituted a kind of spiritual 
stasis. However, what Karen seems to perceive here is the inevitability of order being restored, as 
she begins to integrate her affair into the broader sequence of her life, beginning with her first 
encounters with Naomi in Paris:  
Max lies beside me, but Naomi sat on my bed in the dark; she was there first and will 
never go away. I have done what she does not know, so I have not done what I dread. 
Max said at Boulogne: ‘One cannot simply act.’ I thought he meant, must not, what it 
meant was, cannot. People must hope so much when they tear streets up and fight at 
barricades. But, whoever wins, the streets are laid again and the trams start running again. 
   
 198 
One hopes too much of destroying things. If revolutions do not fail, they fail you. (HP 
152) 
The affair with Max, as Karen sees it, is as much of an aberration as a revolution is in a larger 
social order. Her escape into a mobile, cosmopolitan, socially unsanctioned mode of being is not 
sustainable relative to the reach and influence of the social order into which she was born, or to 
the personal connections and friendships that preceded (and enabled) her affair. Simultaneously, 
her awareness of Leopold’s coming into being, however preconscious it may be, undercuts her 
certainty that she exerts no agency on her social sphere, or possesses no means of escaping its 
influence.  
 While the narrator signals to Leopold (and the reader) that Karen is already on some level 
conceiving of his existence, suggesting that this preconscious awareness cannot be conveyed via 
interior monologue alone, the monologue simultaneously enables further exploration of Karen’s 
conflicted motivations. She finds herself suspended between the possibility of continuing her life 
in what amounts to stasis, moving forward temporally while remaining socially and 
geographically fixed, or the impossible movement into unknown, unsanctioned territory that 
Max represents: “Now nothing more has to be. Whatever may happen this morning, it will be 
part of afterwards. I wish there were fewer hours before he sails. I shall be glad to be back again 
in London; they are always delighted to have me home. […] I thought tonight would be the hour 
of my death but here I still am, left to die like Aunt Violet after mother has died like her. To be 
with Ray is like being with mother; that is why my marriage makes her so glad.” (HP 153) To 
end the affair and return home to London represents not only a return to the center from the 
peripheral spaces she has explored throughout the novel, but also reentry into the conventional. 
By contrast, “Max was the enemy. It is true he hurt me, but now nothing more has to be. I cannot 
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see him, only touch him, and that is over. At Boulogne, to touch was to see, to see was to touch. 
But all that time we were travelling to only this: a barred light on a ceiling, a lamp, a tree 
outside.” (HP 153) The threat Max represents here, as Karen sees it, is the unsustainable nature 
of the mobility and marginality he represents. 
 Simultaneously, however, Karen expresses a subtle, perhaps unconscious desire for a 
child as a means of continuing the affair: “I cannot see him to see what a child would be like. 
Though there will not be a child, that is why I want to see him. If a child were going to be born, 
there would still be something that had to be. Tonight would be more then than hours and that 
lamp.” (HP 153) The same continuity Karen expects to return to as she returns home could 
extend to the affair if a child were the result, she recognizes, as it would gain material and social 
visibility: “It would have been the hour of my death. I should have to do what I dread, see them 
know. There would still be something to dread. I should see the hour in the child. I should not 
have rushed on to nothing.” (HP 153) In addition to visibility, Karen ascribes a kind of 
concreteness to the still-hypothetical Leopold, a material trace she and Max have otherwise not 
left: “He would be the mark our hands did not leave on the grass, he would be the tamarisks we 
only half saw.” (HP 153) As the monologue proceeds, she extends this idea of Leopold-as-
concretization further, imagining him as an anchor, a physical reference point for the affair both 
geographically and temporally: “[he] would be that other we were both looking for. I could bear 
us both lying tired and cast-off if it were for him, if we were his purpose. Paris then 
Twickenham, the boat train at Victoria, Boulogne, the sea-front last night – if he ran through 
those like a wire they would not fall apart.” (HP 153-154) This anchoring extends even to her 
experience in Ireland, as she imagines he would concretize and lend purpose to “The boat going 
up the estuary, the silent mountains, the harbour the day I knew Aunt Violet would die – those 
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would not have been for nothing. He would have been there then and then and then.” (HP 154) 
She quickly catches herself, however, recognizing that “—He would be disaster.” (HP 154) The 
way Karen imagines Leopold here, conceiving him in thought as a concrete, stable point of 
reference, parallels how Leopold will imagine Karen later. Where Leopold imagines Karen as a 
point of access to an unseen, yet-to-be-experienced homeland, Karen imagines Leopold as a 
means of providing continuity among the multiple, marginal spaces through which she has 
moved.  
 Bowen’s rendition of interior monologue thus remains on some level in conversation with 
the material world, as it works to reveal Karen’s understanding of the implications of her affair 
as a means of negotiating her conflicted desires to escape her position of geographic and social 
rootedness. Recursively, the interior monologue also establishes her continuity with Leopold, 
revealing their ironically similar need for anchoring in the material world as a means of 
establishing a clear sense of geographic identification. After this relatively brief formal shift, 
Bowen’s narrator reemerges and the narrative as a whole once again becomes more explicitly 
engaged with the world of objects, yet Karen’s interior monologue reveals the conflicted 
motivations that come to produce Leopold.  
 Following the interior monologue, Max also reemphasizes the degree to which 
geographic or national affiliation is layered onto familial affiliation. Having spent the night with 
Karen, he finds himself considering whether to end his engagement to Naomi. As Karen attempts 
to convince him not to break off the engagement, he admits that his own sense of placelessness 
was his primary motivation to marry Naomi: “Desire of what she gave seemed to be desire of 
her. The wish for the marriage began to dominate me […] My lack of a home, of any place to 
return to, had not only deprived me, it chagrined me constantly. In France to have no family can 
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be more humbling than poverty. […] To be unambitiously with her became peace.” (HP 163) 
However, his desire to end the engagement signals a rejection of such stability. Simultaneously, 
Max’s decision foregrounds Leopold’s sense of placelessness and his implicit conflation of 
nation with family – as we have seen before, he desires a place to be from in ways not unlike his 
father. Ironically, however, the affair itself has been framed in terms of movement rather than of 
stability, something even Karen acknowledges as she insists, “You and I are the dream: go back 
to her.” (HP 163) She aligns their mobility with a lack of concreteness: “We have been people 
darting across the sea to each other; there has been no time yet to be anything else. There has 
been no time to feel anything but compulsion.” (HP 165) While Karen does convince Max not to 
end the engagement immediately, they depart on an uncertain note, as they nonetheless 
acknowledge that they love one another and must register this with their mutual friend. As they 
leave Hythe for their respective destinations, Karen aligns her emotions with things: “It was true, 
to think of the chestnut, the churchyard wall, the Ram’s Head door with its brass bar made her 
share the dumb sorrow of objects at being left. Like rain on the taxi windows, soft affections and 
melancholies blurred her mind; she saw inanimate things as being friendly to love.” (HP 167) In 
the face of emotional and romantic uncertainty, Karen attempts to locate some stability in 
seemingly sympathetic material objects. 
 Ultimately, the affair (and the potential of its becoming a marriage) is cut short: Max 
commits suicide at the Fisher house, having been accused by Mme. Fisher of seeking marriage 
with Karen in order to secure greater social and financial position (Mrs. Michaelis makes a 
similar accusation to Karen when she learns of the affair). Karen has since learned that she is in 
fact pregnant, revealing this to Naomi when they meet in London to discuss the circumstances of 
Max’s suicide. Karen believes Leopold will need a place, but not her as a mother: “But if he is 
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like Max and me he would hate that – hate exile, hate being nowhere, hate being unexplained, 
hate having no place of his own. Hate me too, because of all that. He would be better without 
me, in any place he could believe was his.” (HP 188) Tragically, Karen proves to only be 
partially correct: Leopold does come to hate his conditions of permanent exile and placelessness, 
but what she does not anticipate is that the only place he will come to see as “his” is one that he 
can associate with her. “The Past” closes, appropriately, on images of material abandonment and 
departure: Karen and Naomi meet as the Michaelis house is being packed for a long absence; 
they discuss his fate in a drawing room where “everything was dismantled, everything said: 
Gone, gone.” (HP 186) The material state of the house and the larger events framing this scene 
prefigure Leopold’s eventual understanding of himself as what Jessica Gildersleeve has called 
“traumatic remains”: before he is even born, Leopold is figured as both product and remains of 
Karen and Max’s affair.37 
 
V. 
As the narrative returns to the present and to Leopold, material objects resume a more 
highlighted significance as Leopold attempts to come to terms with Karen’s failure to meet him 
in Paris and, by extension, to give him access to England as a space he can call home. He 
recognizes that his mother has an existence outside of his imagined version of her and the home 
he has associated with her: “Yes, his mother had refused to come; she would not lend herself to 
him. He had cast her, but she had refused her part. She was not, then, the creature of thought. Her 
will, her act, her thought spoke in the telegram. Her refusal became her, became her coming in 
suddenly, breaking down, by this one act of being herself only, his imagination in which he had 
                                                
37 Jessica Gildersleeve, Elizabeth Bowen and the Writing of Trauma, 52-53. 
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bound her up. So she lived outside himself; she was alive truly.” (HP 193-194) With the forced 
recognition that Karen is a separate existence outside himself, he finds himself unable to 
continue associating her with material objects that he can simultaneously associate with an 
idealized notion of England as maternal space. Where objects associated with a broader national 
past proved illegible to him previously, he seems to actively resist objects associated with his 
personal origins (though he does not share the reader’s knowledge, his conversations with Naomi 
and Mme. Fisher have made him aware that the house in Paris is significant to his origins): 
standing at the same mantelpiece at which Max slit his wrist, “he swelled with content at his own 
ignorance of the past. Today was his own.” (HP 193)   
 However, Leopold’s does not entirely abandon his tendency to identify with objects to 
mediate his emotional responses: at the same mantelpiece, Henrietta witnesses him break down 
and weep in a moment of emotional catharsis. Bowen’s narrator intervenes once again at this 
moment, noting that Henrietta “could not know how sharply Leopold realized everything at that 
moment perished for him.” (HP 196-197) Her knowledge of the England that Leopold has only 
been able to imagine, the narrator suggests, diminishes her ability to grasp the full extent of his 
loss: “She had seen the country he had thought he would inherit – her certainty of it made it little, 
his passionate ignorance made it great – trees rounded, standing in their own shadow, spires 
glittering, lakes of land in light, white pugs from the little train travelling a long way.” (HP 196-
197) He weeps not only “because he is not going to England; his mother is not coming to take 
him there”, or because he is once again aware that he is adopted and placeless, but “because this 
is the end of imagination – imagination fails when there is no now. Disappointment tears the 
bearable film off life.” (HP 197; emphasis original) Leopold’s inability to further imagine a 
maternal, English space comes concurrently with recognizing his mother’s autonomy; he is 
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meanwhile left without a means of emotionally orienting himself. Slippages between the realist 
narrator and elements of interior monologue also emerge here, as the imaginative, broadly 
associative set of images both children associate with England are mediated by the narrator’s 
mediating the implications of Leopold’s catharsis. 
 Following this cathartic moment, Leopold undergoes a process of reorienting himself 
with regard to his past, his location, and his relationship to the material world. Mme. Fisher 
summons Leopold to her sickroom, where the two discuss his origins. As they speak, Leopold is 
unusually aware of the objects surrounding him, as if cataloguing the emotional significance of 
the Fisher house: “Not an object in this unknown room had, since he came in, distracted his eyes 
a moment, but, sitting still, he knew of everything there. Everything, to the last whorl of each 
shell on the bracket, would stay sealed up, immortal, in an inner room in his consciousness.” (HP 
202) Simultaneously, his conversation with Mme. Fisher further reveals how he understands 
himself as an object of exchange due to his adoptive status and lack of a clear point of origin (an 
understanding Mme. Fisher encourages), a possible explanation for his tendency to identify with 
objects and locate potential access to his origins in them. As he complains to Mme. Fisher, 
“They show off to other people to make them think I am theirs. They keep trying to make me be 
things. Have they bought me, or what?” (HP 204) His adoptive family’s performative parenting, 
then, makes Leopold hyperaware of his adoptive status, his “birthlessness” and “placelessness”, 
and its relationship to his object-status. Mme. Fisher further encourages Leopold’s sense of his 
own object-status by disclosing more of his origins: he lived first with a German friend of Naomi 
until her death, at which point his adoption with the Grant Moodys (relatives of an American girl 
who had stayed at the Fisher house) was arranged by Naomi with Karen’s later consent, 
formalizing the adoption. Her summary brings Leopold’s status as an object of transnational 
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exchange into focus, as he is shuttled from home to home across Europe “like any puppy or 
kitten that has changed hands”, as Mme. Fisher puts it. (HP 206) 
 An alternative to Leopold’s uncertain, suspended status emerges as Ray (who Karen has 
since married following Max’s suicide and Leopold’s birth) appears at the Fisher house in 
Karen’s place. Ray’s arrival and Leopold’s reading of his outward appearance functions as a 
reprise of the version of England and Karen that Leopold attempted to construct previously: 
Ray saw Leopold thinking, Oh yes, an Englishman! (It should be clear that Ray looked 
like any of these tall Englishmen who stand back in train corridors unobtrusively to let 
foreigners pass to meals or to the lavatory, in a dark grey suit with a just visible stripe, a 
signet ring of some dull stone, trimmed spade-shaped nails, a composed unclear romantic 
evenly coloured face with structure behind it. A slight moustache two tones darker – and, 
if you look down, deeply polished brown shoes. He was the Englishman’s age: about 
thirty-six. (HP 212) 
The perspectival slippages between Ray, Leopold, and the narrator in this passage are significant 
in that they call into question who is reading Ray’s Englishness: is Leopold reading Ray’s status 
as a typical Englishman (as the narrator assures us he is) through the markers of his outward 
appearance, or is Ray assuming Leopold is carrying out this process of interpreting Ray’s 
appearance? However, the slippages are so subtle that the differences between Ray’s and 
Leopold’s perspectives may be negligible; simultaneously, the narrator’s qualification of “it 
should be clear” suggests that the banal, everyday markers of national identity Ray displays are 
or should be broadly legible. If Ray cannot provide access to the version of Karen and of 
England that Leopold previously attempted to locate in cultural artifacts such as The Strand 
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Magazine, he can provide an alternate version, perhaps one closer to everyday consensus and 
more attainable than Leopold’s deeply individual ideal.      
 Having explained to Naomi Karen’s last-minute doubts about seeing Leopold, Ray makes 
an equally impulsive decision to take Leopold with him to see Karen and, perhaps, to return to 
England with them. Though Leopold’s return to Karen and to England is far from assured, and 
he recognizes that his adoptive status complicates that possibility, he opts to leave with Ray and 
Henrietta, who is en route to her own destination in Mentone. As the three leave the house in 
Paris for uncertain reunions, Leopold continues to identify with new sets of objects: Leopold 
notices the “cerise cockade” Henrietta is wearing to identify herself to her escort on the train 
from Paris. Leopold “marvels” at the ribbon; after Henrietta explains its purpose, Leopold asks to 
have it before she boards the train. Henrietta agrees, suggesting he take it “for a memento”. (HP 
230) This moment further signals a shift in the way Leopold interacts with the material world 
and mediates his experience through identification with objects: objects associated with travel 
and transnational connections have replaced those associated with idealized but inaccessible 
national past. The shift is further emphasized with Henrietta’s copy of The Strand Magazine 
being forgotten by both children and left behind in the Fisher house; Henrietta realizes she has 
left the magazine behind once en route to her train. 
 The House in Paris thus offers an exception to Bowen’s usual, more conflicted treatment 
of objects and the material world in staging their failure to index stable, consensus-based 
national pasts, particularly for her transnational subjects. However, Karen and Leopold’s internal 
engagement with alternative sets of objects – ones that more legibly index identities that are 
contested, liminal, or in process – indicates that the material world maintains significance as a 
register of Bowen’s realism. The slippages between interior monologue and material engagement 
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that feature as Bowen’s displaced cosmopolitans attempt to orient themselves in relation to the 
material signal a new, hybrid mode of realism that can account for national identities still in 
process, that extend beyond geographic borders and national nostalgia. 
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